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The genesis of this book came from seven public consultation forums across the province
where participants identified issues surrounding historic discriminatory legislation and
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its impact on Chinese Canadians. Without the poignant stories about the losses, resilience and
especially the deep longing to see the contributions of Chinese Canadians to British Colum-
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bia recognized, this book would not have been envisioned. It is for those participants, along
with other Chinese Canadians living in British Columbia, that this book has been created.
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Legislature for the historical wrongs endured by Chinese Canadians is one thing. Making
it happen is another, and here a team of people deserves credit.
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input on legacy projects, was the general overseer of the project, providing advice and general
direction. The breadth of experience brought to the table by council members is summarized
on pages 6 and 7 of this book. Among the council, five individuals need to be singled out.
Tung Chan, George Ing, and David Lai formed the LIAC’s working group for the book, helping
to shape the themes and content, bringing with them their renowned passion for the history
of Chinese Canadians in British Columbia, deep understanding of the military contributions
Chinese Canadians made to this country, and insight around how they have contributed
to the social, cultural and economic fabric of the province. Henry Yu and Imogene Lim,
both notable scholars in the area of Chinese Canadian history, joined an editorial board and
offered essential guidance on its content—including accuracy and emphasis —along with
invaluable written contributions as only professors who are passionate and knowledgeable
in their field can.
A book cannot happen without writers and editors and Winnie Cheung, Imogene Lim,
David Wong, Jim Wong-Chu, and Carolyn Heiman brought their years of experience and
creative minds to the project. A team gathered to create the book’s look and feel, including
designer Lisa Eng-Lodge of Electra Design Group who had photography support from
Josie Chow, Chiho Yeung, Ernst Vegt and David Wong. Chiho also held the calligraphy
brush for the book, with translation assistance from Winnie Cheung and Jan Walls. Rob Struthers,
a graphic illustrator, who creates understandable stories from data with his infographics,
created the informational graphic on early Chinese migration on pages 28 and 29.
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Foreword
Chinese Canadians have been among the earliest of settlers to this land we now call British Columbia.
This book celebrates a community whose legacy can be found as physical traces in the landscape, and
in the social and economic transformations that have occurred over the decades in the larger society.
As a result of the 2014 apology, supported by all members of the legislative assembly, for historic laws
directly and specifically imposed on Chinese Canadians by past provincial governments, a number of
legacy projects were formulated. These projects, including this book, Celebration: Chinese Canadian
Legacies in British Columbia, were developed and advised by a council consisting of community leaders
and academics (in total, 20 members and two co-chairs).
As with all legacy projects, this book reflects the goals of educating the public and increasing awareness
of past discriminatory practices. As well, it celebrates heritage values and the community’s achievements.
By focusing on individual stories, the book’s intention is to illustrate and contextualize the development
and history of Chinese Canadians, recognizing their perseverance, bearing, and dignity while enduring
the hardships resulting from the overt racism of the late 19th and early 20th century. The early pioneers
may be viewed as ‘heroes’ as they were the ones to break barriers, to challenge legislation, and to
prevail. By doing so, as we see in today’s immigrants, they made sacrifices to provide opportunities for
their descendants and, with their initiatives, they also opened doors for others, building on the many
contributions that make B.C. and Canada such a desirable place to live.
The individuals included in Celebration: Chinese Canadian Legacies in British Columbia represent a
variety of fields, from business to sport to medicine to science to the arts to non-government organizations
and social activism. This book is not meant to be a comprehensive who’s who. Entries include personages
from the large urban centres, and extend beyond to the Interior and to the Island. As well, they cover a
wide timespan from the 19th to 21st centuries. Difficult decisions had to be made as to who to include;
there are indeed many more Canadians of Chinese descent who have made a positive difference to society
than can be identified here. Once you read the selected entries, we hope you will appreciate the inclusion
of each individual and how they represent specific themes in the book; those named have made lasting
contributions and are certainly deserving of recognition.
In telling personal stories, history is made intelligible and accessible. A reader is more likely to be able
to relate to someone s/he might identify as a friend, relative, or neighbour. These stories matter; they are
Canadian stories shaped and influenced by time and place—our province, British Columbia.
Gulzar, a contemporary poet, lyricist and film director, said, “A good storyteller is the consciencekeeper of a nation.” We share these stories in order not to forget. By knowing something about our
history in British Columbia, personal experiences become shared and serve as reminders to ensure that
discriminatory practices never happen again—in our province, or elsewhere—wherever our voices and
actions might have an impact. In celebrating, we remember, we teach, and we honour.
						Imogene L. Lim, PhD
						Professor, Anthropology
						

Founding Director of CCHSBC

						LIAC member
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Message from Lisa Beare

B.C. Minister of Tourism, Arts and Culture
It has been a privilege and an honour to present this book to help
increase public awareness of the contributions of Chinese British
Columbians to B.C.’s rich multicultural mosaic.
It is my hope that all citizens will peruse it once it becomes available
in cultural centres, libraries, schools, and online. Stories about the
courage and resilience of early immigrants are moving; it is uplifting
to read about the many Chinese Canadians who achieved great success
and have helped to build our wonderful province into what it is today.
It is my deep wish that their stories will inspire and encourage the vibrant and inclusive multicultural

Message from
Premier John Horgan

communities that play an essential role in British Columbia’s continued success.

No single volume can do justice to the legacies of Chinese Canadians that began

and dignity, we must keep a light on our dark past, remain vigilant that it is not repeated, and help

with early immigrants who quietly, and often with great suffering, made an im-

ensure that future generations embrace our multicultural society and all the strengths that it bestows

print on British Columbia’s social, cultural, and economic landscape. Nor can a

on everyday lives, society, and economy. What better way to do that than to celebrate the citizens

single volume comprehensively showcase the Chinese Canadians who have and are

who have helped to build our province.

British Columbia has a shameful history when it comes to the treatment of early Chinese immigrants.
While the Legislature apologized for historic discriminatory laws that stripped them of their rights

making remarkable and positive contributions to British Columbia. Yet this book,
Celebration: Chinese Canadian Legacies in British Columbia—with its representation
of Chinese Canadian contemporaries and snapshots of the impacts and achievements
of Chinese as jobs builders, giants of philanthropy, social activists, and cultural
influencers—can be a catalyst for deeper understanding and the continued building

Message from R avi K ahlon
Parliamentary Secretary for Sport
and Multiculturalism

of a multicultural province that allows everyone the same hope and opportunity

It is an honour to present this special publication to British

regardless of where they came from.

Columbians as a celebration and recognition of the contributions

The book follows on the apology delivered by the Legislature to Chinese Canadians
for historical wrongs committed by past provincial governments. Those wrongs—

Chinese Canadians have made to shape and strengthen our province
through diversity.

disgraceful in every way—included legislation that took away the dignity and rights

Close to 11% of the province’s population has Chinese origins

of individual citizens on the basis of their race. Despite this cruel treatment, Chinese

making Chinese Canadians a vital part of our multicultural fabric.

people arrived here full of hope and became integral to the small business landscape

First arriving in the Nuu-chah-nulth territory in 1788 to establish

as farmers, miners, cannery and railway workers, and early pioneers of B.C.’s forestry

fur trade settlements, they have continuously helped build our economic and cultural diversity

industry. Today, many of our largest corporations are led by Chinese Canadians whose

through to present day. Yet despite being a pioneering force in the development of the province,

ancestors stayed the course in our province at times when they were made to feel most

racist ideologies took strong root and they were subjected to systematic discrimination including

unwelcome. They have brought us pride with their arts and athletic accomplishments

many racist laws that discriminated against non-whites.

and as valuable members of our public institutions.
Let’s celebrate those contributions while keeping in mind the lessons of a dark past.
Let’s recognize that our long-time cultural and business connections to China—

It was a shameful era. While the B.C. Legislature has apologized for its historic legislative role in
supporting that discriminatory climate—and we must never forget those dark chapters of history
—there is an opportunity for healing and indeed celebrating.

strengthened by early immigrants and new generations of Chinese Canadians—helps

I invite all British Columbians to read the stories in this book of resilience, triumph, sacrifice,

to set us apart. We all share the benefits of their contributions; today, our diverse,

and contributions made to our province because a deeper understanding and appreciation of what

multicultural society makes British Columbia the envy of the world and gives us a

Chinese Canadians have brought to our society is a path to that healing as is a deeper embrace of

significant advantage in the global economy.

the diversity that makes us strong.
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Legacy Initiatives Advisory Council

Back row, left to right: Carol Lee, Don Bain, Kenneth Tung, Henry Tom, William Ma, Jan Walls, Shui Lee, George Ing, Zaixin Ma, Jun Ing
Front row, left to right: Imogene Lim, Queenie Choo, David Lai, Henry Yu, David Choi, Lily Chow, Thomas Chan, Tung Chan
Sidebar: Howard Grant, Diana Lam, Fred Kwok, King Wan
David Choi (co-chair) is executive chair of the National
Congress of Chinese Canadians and founder, chair and president
of Royal Pacific Real Estate Group Ltd.
His broad volunteer community experience includes academia,
government, health and social service, governance, and media
in international, national and civic organizations.
He is a Simon Fraser University adjunct professor and
co-chairs the SFU David Lam Centre’s Chinese Canadian
History Project Council. He was also co-executive producer
of the film Canadian Steel, Chinese Grit, a documentary on
Chinese Canadian railway workers.
Henry Yu (co-chair) is a University of British Columbia
history professor who has helped build new programs focused
on the trans-Pacific connections between North America, Asia,
and the Pacific and has served as the director of the Initiative
for Student Teaching and Research in Chinese Canadian Studies.
A Queen's Diamond Jubilee Medal recipient, he led the
Chinese Canadian Stories project and was the co-chair of the
City of Vancouver’s project, Dialogues between First Nations,
Urban Aboriginal, and Immigrant Communities.
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Don Bain is executive director of the Union of British Columbia
Indian Chiefs, an organization dedicated to recognition of Aboriginal rights and respect for Aboriginal cultures and societies.
From the Lheidli T’enneh community outside Prince George,
Bain worked on his community’s Traditional Use Study. He has
been instrumental in supporting the work of UBCIC to build
trust, honour, and respect, to continue the healing and reconciliation of First Nations, to support Aboriginal peoples at
regional, national, and international forums, and to build intertribal relationships.
Thomas Chan is a chartered accountant and founder of the
Victoria firm Chan & Associates.
Active in the Chinese community in Victoria and throughout Canada, Chan is the national president of the Dart Coon
Club and president of the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent
Association. He has experience in bridging communities
of different cultures as seen by his various invitations by the
Government of China and Guangdong Province to attend
special functions and make presentations and introductions
regarding business opportunities.

Tung Chan is an honourary captain of the Royal Canadian
Navy and the chair of the Canadian Museum of Immigration
at Pier 21. He is also a board member of the Vancouver Foundation, Rick Hansen Institute, and the Canadian Foundation for
Economic Education.
Chan has served as the chief executive officer of S.U.C.C.E.S.S.,
vice-president of the TD Bank Group and councillor of the City
of Vancouver.
Queenie Choo is CEO of S.U.C.C.E.S.S., the largest non-profit
social service organization in British Columbia.
Her contributions include presentations to the Citizenship and
Immigration Canada standing committee on women’s issues and
the Senate Committee on termination of entrepreneur investment programs. She has led teams developing programs in the
area of skills and training, employment, business development,
settlement, family and youth, seniors care, and housing.

Lily Chow is a community activist who is dedicated to promoting and preserving Canadian Chinese culture and heritage. Many
of her activities have centred around building bridges between
Canadian Chinese heritage organizations and institutions of
other ethnic groups as well as the cultural exchange establishments in Guangdong, China.
As a researcher, writer and educator, her publication Sojourners
in the North won the Jeanne Clarke Memorial Local History Award.
Howard E. Grant is executive director of the First Nations
Summit (FNS) which provides a forum for First Nations in
British Columbia to address Aboriginal title and rights and
treaty negotiations as well as other issues of common concern.
Grant is also a member of council in his home community of
Musqueam, whose traditional territory once occupied much
of what is now Vancouver and surrounding areas at the mouth
of the Fraser River in Vancouver. He also held senior management positions with the federal government (Department of
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, now AANDC).

George Ing is the past president of Pacific Unit 280, the
only unit of WWII Chinese Canadian Veterans and past vicepresident of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum. He has
also been a board member of the Asian Heritage Month Society.
He served in the Royal Canadian Air Force as an air craftsman
and trained as a radar technician. In 1974, he was promoted to
the rank of Lieutenant Colonel and assigned to be the commanding officer of Comm Group Europe. He also served as the military
sports commissioner.
Jun Ing has been instrumental in many high-profile community
events including annual Canada Day celebrations, Remembrance
Day tribute, and Vancouver’s Chinese New Year Parade.
A professional engineer, Ing is currently the vice-president of
the Chinese Benevolent Associations of Vancouver, an umbrella
organization for over 100 Chinese associations. In his leisure, he
teaches Chinese martial arts and traditional lion dance.
Fred Y. Kwok, president of Mainly Awning and Signs Co,
is an active community representative, serving as co-chair
of the Vancouver Chinatown Spring Festival Committee,
vice-president of Wushu Canada, member of the Vancouver
Chinatown Designated Historic Site Committee, and a director
of S.U.C.C.E.S.S.
David Chuen Yan Lai is a retired University of Victoria professor whose research concentrated on the history of Chinese
Canadians, development of Canadian Chinatowns, and ethnic
groups in British Columbia.
He is a research affiliate of UVic’s Centre on Aging and adjunct
professor of the David Lam Centre for International Communication at Simon Fraser University, and a cultural adviser for the
Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association in Victoria.

Diana Lam has had a long career in public relations and served
as a senior aide to two federal cabinet ministers.
She served on the boards of the Vancouver YWCA, Canadian
Breast Cancer Foundation (B.C. and Yukon Chapter), National
Arts Centre, and the Pacific Sports Centre B.C. She has also
helped develop programs and projects to further the interests of
women, having been on the founding committee for the YWCA
Women of Distinction Awards and for the National Retreat for
Women. She is the founding chair of the Vancouver chapter of
the worldwide International Women̕s Forum.
Carol Anne Lee is CEO and co-founder of Linacare Cosmetherapy Inc., a Vancouver company focused on developing
therapeutic skincare products. With long-standing family ties
to the history of Chinatown, she is strongly committed to the
revitalization of the area and is chair of both the Vancouver
Chinatown Foundation for Community Revitalization and the
Vancouver Chinatown Revitalization Committee.
Lee serves on several boards and organizations including
the Faculty Advisory Board of the Sauder School of Business.
Shui Lee Lee Shui Tung hails from one of British Columbia’s
pioneering Chinese Canadian families and is the current chair
of the Kelowna Freemasons Club.
Lee has served as a court interpreter and immigration interpreter. For the last ten years, Lee has been a tour guide in
Kelowna and is now semi-retired and currently working at the
Kelowna General Hospital.
Imogene Lim is an ethno-archaeologist and professor at
Vancouver Island University̕s Department of Anthropology.
She is a founding member and current board director of
the Chinese Canadian Historical Society of B.C., and serves on
Cumberland’s Coal Creek Historic Park Advisory Committee.
Her interest in early Chinese B.C. history focuses on heritage,
food and culture (identity). She co-edited Re/collecting Early
Asian America: Essays in Cultural History (2002).
William Ma is an entrepreneur and founder of a factory specializing in outer-wear garments exporting to North America
and Europe, and more recently two trading companies.
Ma is the City of Vancouver’s appointed consultant for the
Chinese community and serves on the boards of numerous
community and martial arts organizations in Vancouver. He
was successful in an effort to designate Vancouver Chinatown
as a National Heritage Site.

Zaixin Ma is the president of Dawa Business Press, a Chinese
news publication serving Metro Vancouver, Vancouver Island
and Calgary. He is known for his participation in several notfor-profit organizations benefiting the Chinese Canadian
community and his leadership and support of events such as a
Chinese New Year festival, a Chinese New Year banquet with the
prime minister, and the Banquet of a Thousand Aged People.
Henry Tom has been an active board member of a number
of community and national cultural organizations including
the City of Vancouver Heritage Commission and the Dr. Sun
Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Gardens. Tom currently serves on
the Vancouver Chinatown Revitalization Committee, the City
of Vancouver’s Chinatown Historic Area Planning Committee,
and the Vancouver Chinatown Merchants Association.
For more than 20 years Tom has been a principal of a small
privately held real estate development and construction firm
specializing in multi-family residential projects.
Kenneth Tung is a member of the governance board of
Kwantlen Polytechnic University and president of the Civic
Education Society, a non-partisan organization which encourages and engages new Canadians in community involvement.
He is the vice-president of the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award
(B.C./Yukon) and former chair of S.U.C.C.E.S.S.
The president of BTI Technologies Inc. and Compumax
Systems Corporation in Richmond, Tung also served as a public
representative on the Institute of Chartered Accountants of B.C.
Jan Walls is a professor emeritus in the Humanities department
at Simon Fraser University, where he was founding director of
the David Lam Centre for International Communication and
founding director of the Asia-Canada Program.
In addition to teaching at Aichi University in Japan, the
University of British Columbia, and the University of Victoria,
Walls also served as first secretary for cultural and scientific
affairs at the Canadian Embassy in Beijing, and senior vicepresident of the Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada.
King Wan is the president of the Chinese Canadian Military
Museum Society in Vancouver and served over 35 years in the
naval reserve before retiring from the Royal Canadian Navy.
In his civilian career, Wan works for the City of Vancouver in
the city manager’s office. His work experience includes controllership, auditing, financial advisory, and risk management.
Wan was a member of the Vancouver cadre of Honourary
Aides-de-Camp to four Lieutenant-Governors of British Columbia
and serves on the board of the Naval Officers’ Association of B.C.
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P UT D OW N DEEP RO OT S

Ch a p t er 1

Traces in the Physical Landscape

L

ong before British Columbia became a province, Chinese people had been
travelling to the western shores of North America.
Like individuals migrating from Europe and other distant places, these

were courageous and industrious people, mostly men, who were likely motivated
by factors similar to other people willing to leave their familiar homes and families: better lives, opportunity, and possibly adventure.
Prior to the First World War, and before the federal and provincial governments
introduced discriminatory legislative measures that stemmed their migration for
decades, thousands of Chinese, mostly men, provided labour and services to a part
of the world expanding with possibilities. And like others, they began to help lay
the foundation for many of the industries that became essential to the province.
The early building of trading posts, followed by work in the logging, mining and
canning industries, all had evidence of the contributions of Chinese workers.
Although those original pioneers have long passed, their traces, like the oven
seen in the adjacent photo, are found across the length and breadth of the province, in populated areas, and deeply remote and inaccessible locations.
The historic importance of many of those places is now recognized using the
tools available to federal, provincial, and municipal governments. A further initiative grew out of the formal apology to Chinese Canadians for historical wrongs
committed by past provincial governments. Through Heritage BC, the public
nominated historic places associated with the Chinese Canadian community,
resulting in 21 places with outstanding provincial significance being added to
those already recognized. Together these sites paint a rich picture of the contributions Chinese Canadians have made to the development, prosperity, and
multicultural diversity of our province since the mid-19th century.

Chinese ovens are found sporadically throughout the
Cariboo region. Although their name is an indication of the
continuing physical legacy of Chinese presence in the area,
they were likely built by both Chinese and non-Chinese.
Photo by Pentti Leppanen
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Dreams of finding gold lured Chinese to B.C.
Library and Archives Canada PA-12590

Early Barkerville had an estimated 5,000 people originating from Guangdong.
Barkerville Museum and Archives P0654

Chinese workers
at the
Cleeve Cannery.
New Westminster Public
Library NWPL #790

The Nass Harbour Cannery,
located north of Prince
Rupert, has been provincially
recognized (along with the
Arrandale and Mill Bay
canneries) as historically
significant for its multicultural workforce, and
due to the contribution of
Chinese Canadians to the
fish canning industry, which
propelled economic growth
of the province.
BC Archives C-04933
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Nam Sing
Ranch property.
Quesnel & District Museum
and Archives P1994.17.18

In addition to garden produce, the family raised
cattle, horses, and pigs. Yee Sing (Laura), one of
Nam Sing’s daughters is shown here.
Quesnel & District Museum And Archives P1978.123.1

To discourage Chinese immigration after the railway was completed, Canada implemented the head tax.

Many Chinese first came to Canada aboard the Empress of Asia.

Courtesy of Shui Lee

Chung Collection, UBC Library CC-PH-04105

11

Courtesy of Barkerville Historic Town Archives

Early Chinese Canadians were living throughout the
province and early maps of B.C. show evidence of that.
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C E L E B R A T I O N: C H I N E S E C A N A D I A N L E G A C I E S I N B R I T I S H C O L U M B I A

Places: Geographical Names

L

ook no further than a map of British Columbia to see the imprint Chinese
Canadians made on the landscape. The names of individuals and the word
“China” are dotted among the geographic place names from the extreme

north, to the south, and the breadth of the province, demonstrating that Chinese
were living throughout the province.
There are at least six streams known as China Creek located near Princeton,
Lillooet, Robson, Osoyoos, Quesnel, and Port Alberni, as well as one in Vancouver.
The Lillooet District has a China Gulch and China Head Mountain. There’s
Chinaman Creek, Chinese Creek and China Bluff in Cariboo District; China Butte
and China Ridge in Similkameen District; the Chinese Wall in Kootenay District;
China Nose Mountain in Coast District; Chinaman Lake in Peace River District;
China Flat, north of Lytton; China Bar, south of Boston Bar; China Bar Bluff,
north of Yale; and China Beach on the western coast of Vancouver Island. At least
three lakes are called China Lake and two islands known as China Island or Islet.
There’s a China Cloud Bay, China Bar Tunnel, and China Cabin Lake.
In addition, some place names are derived from personal names of Chinese.

For example, Ah Clem Creek, Ah Clem Lake, Ahluk Creek and Ahluk Lake in
Cassiar District, and Ahbau Station, Ahbau Creek, Ahbau Lake, Ahbau Landing
and Ahbau (locality) northeast of Quesnel are named after Chinese who had lived
for many years there as miners and trappers.

Chapter 1

T R AC E S I N T H E PH Y S IC A L L A N DS C A PE
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Cemeteries: A Record of Past Lives

C

hinese cemeteries are often the only remnant
or reminder of the Chinese living and working
in B.C. towns and are symbolic of the discrim-

Harling Point Chinese Cemetery

After 1909, the CCBA took over responsibility of the
shipment of bones, and sent the collected crates to the

Victoria has four locations associated with Chinese

Tung Wah Hospital bone house in Hong Kong every

ination and segregation of the Chinese since Chinese

burials, with burials between 1858 and 1873 recorded

seven years except during wartime. The Tung Wah

burials were often not welcome in other cemeteries or

at the Old Burying Ground known as Quadra Street

Hospital is a charity that looked after the many needs

were placed in segregated sections. They range from

Cemetery, at Quadra and Courtenay and now known

of Chinese overseas and in colonial Hong Kong. Bones

famous Chinese Canadian sections in large cemeteries

as Pioneer Square.

boxes were coming from diverse locations all over

such as Mountain View Cemetery in Vancouver,

When Ross Bay Cemetery was opened in 1873, the

the world including Canada, United States, Australia,

Ocean View and Forest Lawn Cemeteries in Burnaby,

Chinese graves were segregated in an area so close to

South Africa, Peru, and Jamaica. Often a chartered

and Harling Point Cemetery in Victoria to small cem-

the ocean that winter storms sometimes washed away

vessel would be used for the shipment and when it

eteries and plots in smaller towns such as Ashcroft,

graves. By 1891 the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent

arrived, the deceased person’s family in China was

Salmon Arm, and Quesnel.

Association (CCBA) purchased land on Lake Hill, now

alerted to arrange for retrieval of the remains for the

known as Christmas Hill, near Swan Lake. But hostili-

final leg of the journey for burial in the family’s ances-

and railroad sites throughout British Columbia and

ties broke out with neighbouring farmers, forcing the

tral village.

Vancouver Island. Some remains contain a name and

CCBA to sell the site and look elsewhere.

Chinese grave sites are also dotted in small towns

home village of the deceased on a piece of cloth or

At the same time, the CCBA was arranging for the

To finance its many communal welfare and charitable activities, including the bone collecting, the CCBA

paper, written in the hope that one day someone would

remains of over 300 men who had died in the Fraser

levied a two dollar fee from every Chinese returnee that

return the bones home for a final burial. Two of the

and Thompson canyons to be collected and returned

was leaving Canadian shores.

most prominent grave sites are the Cumberland Chinese

to China for burial. In 1903 they purchased a new 3.5

cemetery, where many Chinese miners are buried, and

acre site at what is now Harling Point which became

during the Japanese invasion and occupation of China

the Kamloops Chinese cemetery, where many Canadian

the first cemetery for the sole use of Victoria’s Chinese

(1937-1945) but continued until 1949, when the estab-

Pacific Railway workers are buried. Grave sites of work-

residents. This site became the centralized staging

lishment of the People’s Republic of China made send-

ers are also dispersed along the route of the railroad.

area for the retrieval and shipment of bones to China

ing bones back to ancestral villages no longer possible.

Many early cemeteries show evidence of bodies

of deceased Chinese immigrants all over Canada. This

Permanent burial in Canada became more popular.

being removed and repatriated to China, a common

community-wide activity was initially carried out by

practice at the time. Today, cemeteries play a role in

the Hoy Sun Ning Yung Benevolent Association.

The shipment of the crates of bones was interrupted

In 1994, the Chinese Cemetery at Harling Point was
designated a National Historic Site.

commemorating the contribution of Chinese to the
province and represent the traditions and spiritual
values associated with Chinese culture in B.C.
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C E L E B R A T I O N: C H I N E S E C A N A D I A N L E G A C I E S I N B R I T I S H C O L U M B I A

Nanaimo Chinese cemetery. Courtesy of City of Nanaimo, photo by Chris Sholberg

Harling Point cemetery. Photo by Chiho Yeung

Old Hillcrest cemetery. Courtesy of Imogene Lim.

Barkerville cemetery. Courtesy of Barkerville Historic Town

Ashcroft cemetery. Photo by Pache Denis

Cemeteries provide evidence of the generations of Chinese Canadians participating in society along with the segregated practices they had to endure.

Chapter 1

T R AC E S I N T H E PH Y S IC A L L A N DS C A PE
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Cultural and Spiritual Sites

W

herever Chinese gathered in B.C., fraternal and clan associations
provided guidance and support for early Chinese settlers. These
associations (sometimes referred to as “Tongs” in English) often

built altars and places for the expressions of spirituality in their buildings, but
there are few traces in the British Columbia landscape of Chinese temples or
other places fully dedicated as places of worship.
In Victoria’s Chinatown, the Tam Kung Temple on the top floor of the Yen Wo
Society Building still stands as a reminder of the Hakka Chinese who settled in
Victoria. Like nearly all early Chinese immigrants, the Hakka came to Canada
from Guangdong province, retaining a distinctive dialect and their own local
deities (such as Tam Kung) from their home villages in China.
Cantonese dialect speakers such as those who spoke the “Four Counties”
(Sze Yup) dialects also had their own favoured deities such as Kwan Kung or
Tian Hou, and many buildings still have altars and alcoves for statues and
places for burning incense and other ritual offerings.
In Lytton, one of the places for Chinese ceremonies and ritual has been revived.
The Lytton Joss House, originally constructed in 1881 for the Canadian Pacific
Railway workers, has been recognized provincially as historically significant.
Ceremonies for the dead were recently performed at the location by the monks
of the Lions Gate Buddhist Priory from Botanie Valley in the Thompson-Nicola
region. Echoing its role over a century ago as a place of spiritual support and
where sick and injured workers were taken for care, the Joss House is being
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City of Vancouver Archives, Can N133

Photo by David Wong

rebuilt in honour of their memory.

The Tam Kung Temple in Victoria, left,
is the oldest Chinese temple in Canada
while the Lytton Joss House, right, was
built sometime before 1881. The Joss
House site is recognized as an historic
place with provincial significance.
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Historic Mining Sites

B

ritish Columbia has thrived over the decades in large part because of its
ample natural resources, including those that were mined. Chinese were
front and centre of the Gold Rush and the development of placer mining in

the province, bringing with them efficent hydraulic techniques to extract the gold
from alluvial sand and gravel.
In addition to large Chinese settlements springing up around mining operations
at Barkerville and Fort Steele, there are archaeological traces of Chinese working
at placer mines up and down the Fraser and Quesnel Rivers. More than 500 sites
along 600 kilometers of the Fraser and Quesnel Rivers have been identified by
researchers, and the scope of involvement by Chinese and First Nations miners
was extensive. Between 1862 and 1910, when other “gold rushers” had moved on
to the Cariboo, much of the work still being done at placer mines along the main

Courtesy of University of British Columbia, Photo by Henry Yu

tributary of the Fraser was being performed by Indigenous and Chinese miners.

Chinese, bringing with them technological innovations, hand-built massive sluice ramps as part of placer mining at
Browning’s Flat, now a provincially recognized historic site between Lytton and Lillooet.
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A Chinese miner’s flume at Quesnel Forks in existence in 1897. BC Archives D-07983

Above: An emblem of discrimination, D’Arcy Island was where Chinese Canadians
suffering from leprosy were quarantined.

Top row: Farmhouse remains at the Chinese market gardens on the Musqueam Indian
Reserve 2 are evidence of the relationship of mutual respect and reciprocity between
Chinese Canadians and the Musqueam people. Photo by Don Gill
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Above: Minorities including Chinese Canadians working at the quarries and cement factory at
Tod Inlet on Vancouver Island endured harsh conditions and lived in segregated bunkhouses.

Above: Traces of the decades-old industrial activities of Chinese Canadians and other minorities
are still visible in the quiet waters of Tod Inlet. Photo by Ken Foster

BC Archives G-06188

Top row, left: Initially the Kamloops Chinese cemetery was a temporary
burial site for Chinese workers helping to help build the Yale-Kamloops
stretch of the CPR and other projects associated with the settlement of
B.C.’s interior. Courtesy of Kamloops Chinese Cultural Association. Photo by Joe Leong

Top row, center: Chinese Canadians built communities and small
businesses in remote B.C. such as Alert Bay where they provided
goods and services.
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Top row, right: Many geographical names in B.C. are named for their
Chinese connections, like Ahbau Creek, named after Ah Bau, a prosperous
Chinese Canadian placer miner and entrepreneur who employed as many
as 700 Chinese miners to work his claims. Photo by Lorna Townsend
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Fishing Industry

T

he salmon cannery industry was the second

for cleaning and cutting. The fish were then washed in a

largest industry in early British Columbia,

machine. Another machine sliced the fish. The fish were

fuelling the economy of many small towns

then put into large metal baskets which were brought to

along the Fraser River and the coast.
By 1881, there were 38 canneries operating along the

ing the salmon into cans and putting the cans on trays.

Skeena and Nass rivers with Chinese and First Nations

Mechanization came to the fishing industry at the turn

primarily making up the labour force. (Several cannery

of the century and a significant development came in 1903

sites, including ones at Arrandale, Mill Bay and Nass Bay,

with the invention of a machine to behead, de-fin, and

have been provincially recognized as historically signif-

gut fish. The patented device was called the Iron Chink,

icant.) In a short time, hundreds of canneries dotted the

which simultaneously conveyed how Chinese Canadians

British Columbia coast in far flung places such as Prince

were derogated yet had been indispensable to the industry.

Rupert, Bella Bella, Bella Coola, Clayoquot Sound, and

(Workers in the canning industry at the time were diverse

Cumshewa Inlet.

in origin, mainly Chinese, Japanese and First Nations.)

Chinese contractors, called “Chinese bosses” in English,

Also known as the Smith butchering machine, the Iron

recruited workers for the canneries. Chew Ping Sun was

Chink was widely claimed to replace up to 50 Chinese

a typical cannery contractor, recruiting seasonal workers

workers. It was perfected for commercial use in 1908 by

from Vancouver’s Chinatown to work in canneries along

Ontario-born Edmund A. Smith, who manufactured the

the coast.

units in his E.A. Smith Cannery Machines Company in

Some canneries operated sporadically but many, such

Seattle. By 1909, 60 such machines were operating in

as the one near Campbell River in Quathiaski Cove, had a

canneries throughout Washington State, British Columbia,

regular annual season with Chinese Canadian work crews,

and Alaska. Initially powered by steam engines, the

ranging in size from 70 to 100 men, who lived in a two-

machines were further enhanced with the arrival of elec-

storey longhouse next to the cannery. The only person of

tricity in 1905. The invention of the Iron Chink, and the

European heritage in the cannery was the manager. The

solderless can-making machine, began the eventual decline

contractor would hire a Chinese foreman to oversee the

of Chinese Canadian workers in the cannery industry.

work crews and take responsibility for feeding, clothing,
supervising, and disciplining workers.
The job of the Chinese workers was to unload the freshly
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rows of First Nations women who worked at benches, stuff-

An exhibit of the Iron Chink can be seen at the national
historical site of the Gulf of Georgia Cannery in Steveston,
the North Coast Cannery in Prince Rupert—also a national

caught fish from the boats’ holds. They would dump the

historic site —the Royal BC Museum in Victoria, and the

fish on a conveyor belt which moved the fish to a location

Canadian Museum of History in Gatineau, Quebec.
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Mechanization reduced the canning industry labour force while the
name given to the newly invented machine spoke of the continued
derision against Chinese.
Photo by Jim Wong-Chu

The Hong Wo general store in Steveston was built on wooden pilings over the
river east of the Pacific Coast and Britannia Canneries, which meant that fishermen could easily moor their boats at the wharf and purchase their supplies.
Vancouver Public Library 8481

In 1941 cleaning fish still required considerable manual labour. City of Vancouver Archives CVA_586-545
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Little Fort Herefords

C

hildren often imagine what they will be when

breeding resulted in many championship winning bulls.

they grow up, but the dream of becoming a

Jim’s family had a long history of economic con-

rancher seems an unlikely one for a second

tributions. His grandfather, Jim Young Fat, emigrated

generation Chinese Canadian boy who helped in his

from China to California in 1868 and initially worked

father’s general store. But Gung Loy Jim did live his

as a labourer during the construction of the California

dream, building one of the most successful Hereford

Pacific Railway. His father, Kam Kee Jim, moved to

cattle herds, with stock winning national acclaim

Burnaby, B.C. and with a partner set up a sawmill busi-

while improving beef cattle.

ness before moving to Lillooet, B.C., where they built a

After Jim passed away in 1995, the Canadian Here-

general store on the main street and had a commercial

ford Association inducted him into its memorial scroll

tomato growing operation in Kamloops. In 1919 the Jims

crediting the Little Fort rancher for his innovations,

moved to Little Fort in the North Thompson River val-

including the early adoption of embryo transplanting.

ley and purchased a hotel that burned down only one

Jim started what would become Little Fort Herefords

year later. In its place they built the Jim Man Lee Store.

in 1943 with the purchase of three Hereford heifers, and

Over the years a dairy was added and Jim was also

over the decades he systematically grew the operation

involved in mining, construction, and operated the

and turned to showing cattle in the 1970s. His astute

Taweel Lake Fishing Camp.

Left: Kam Kee Jim in his store, Little Fort, BC ca. 1955. Center: Jim Man Lee store, ca. 1950. Right: Gung Loy Jim with his Reserve Grand Champion bull at the provincial bull sale in Kamloops, ca. 1972.
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Courtesy of Little Fort Herefords

Nam Sing Ranch

C

hew Nam Sing was among the very first and most successful Chinese gold
miners in the Cariboo, but the ranch he developed north of Quesnel showcases the influence the province’s first Chinese Canadian families had on

the development of agriculture in the province. In recognition of this contribution,
the farm has been recognized provincially as historically significant.
As the populations of Quesnel and Barkerville exploded during the Gold Rush,
the entrepreneurially astute Nam Sing cleared land and established a sizeable
commercial market gardening enterprise along with a complementary freight
business to haul produce to booming Quesnel and to the family’s store in Barkerville. Evidence of an intricate hand-dug irrigation system, with water diverted
from the nearby Barlow Creek, is still in existence on the land which was continu-

Quesnel & District Museum And Archives P1994.17.71 and P1994.17.80

ously farmed by generations of the Nam Sing family until it was sold in 1948.

The Nam Sing family mined and farmed for generations in the Cariboo.
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R E V IE W THE PA S T TO
UND ER S TA ND T HE PR E SEN T

Ch a p t er 2

Social and Economic Legacies

T

he recounting of Canada’s early history has
mostly focused on migration and exploration
originating from Europe, telling only one part
of the story as similar migration was simultaneously
occurring from the Far East. English-written records
indicate Chinese workers landed in Nuu-chah-nulth
First Nations territory in 1788 as part of Captain John
Meares’ expedition to build the first year-round, nonIndigenous settlement and fur-trading fort in what the
British named Nootka Sound. As British colonial outposts continued to be built in the following decades,
long before British Columbia was a part of Canada,
Chinese workers were common in fur-trade settlements.
As the economy diversified, Chinese joined the
ranks of new industries such as mining, logging and
fishing. Others filled the growing demand for services
such as laundries, tailoring, restaurants and groceries.
No different than other immigrants, some achieved
success while it eluded others. Regardless, hardships
for all ranged from the typical trials of making a livelihood in a country not one’s own, to perservering amid
growing racism that segregated them socially, economically, and politically. First separated into their own
communities, often paid less than white workers, then
deprived of the right to vote and compelled to pay a
head tax equivalent to two years of wages for a labourer,
Chinese Canadians faced extraordinary obstacles to
participating fully in society. No other ethnic group
in British Columbian history has suffered over such
an extended period of time such formally sanctioned
mistreatment to its members on entering Canada.

In 1923 the Chinese Immigration Act, often referred
to as the Chinese Exclusion Act, was passed and in
practical terms it meant persons of Chinese origin
were no longer permitted to enter Canada. For many
Chinese Canadians, it was the clearest signal that
they did not belong.
The impact of the Chinese Exclusion Act on those
who were left behind in China and those who ventured to Canada should not be underestimated. The
map on subsequent pages demonstrates the extent of
its impact by showing the flow of immigrants from
China prior to the Chinese Exclusion Act, during and
after the period of exclusion. Between 1924 and 1949
approximately 650 Chinese immigrants arrived in
Canada, significantly fewer than the number of arrivals recorded between the years 1910 and 1923. The
vast majority of the Chinese immigrants (over 96
per cent) were males and they came mainly from the
counties and cities in or near the Pearl River Delta in
Guangdong province in China. Families in China who
were left behind by their husbands, sons and brothers fended for themselves; some never again hearing
from their departed family members. Meanwhile,
Chinese immigrants to Canada bravely came with little
or no hope they would ever see their families again.
The earliest Chinese immigrants worked under
extremely harsh and often dangerous conditions.
Despite this, they embraced life in British Columbia,
even serving the country in the First and Second
World Wars. And among them there emerged influential leaders for social change and entrepreneurship.

Chinese Canadian legacies are found throughout British Columbia, at abandoned mine sites, near railway lines,
and in cities, including Vancouver, where over the years they fostered new businesses and services. Vancouver Public Library 22643
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Chinese workers on the Canadian Pacific Railway
BC Archives D-07548

Men whipsawing timbers for
construction at Britannia, 1915.
Vancouver Public Library

Family in front of Wah Chong
Washing and Ironing, 1895.
City of Vancouver Archives CVA 178-2.8.
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John Quinn opened a steam
powered shingle mill in
Port Renfrew; circa 1926.
Photographed with his wife,
Lee Shee and her maid.

Courtesy of Wallace

Photo collage: Chiho Yeung

Chung

Courtesy of the John Family

Chinese Freemasons procession celebrating the opening of the Freemasons Hall in Kamloops; circa 1910.
Kamloops Museum and Archives KMA photograph collection no. 1047
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EARLY CHINESE
IMMIGRATION TO CANADA
Chinese immigration into British Columbia
began in large numbers after 1858 with the
discovery of gold along the Fraser River.
Besides mining, Chinese moved into other
occupations such as market gardening,
farming, forestry, fisheries, cooking, and
household service, businesses such as
stores, restaurants, and laundries and they
laboured on large construction projects
such as roads, bridges, and railroads.
In the early 1880s, the Canadian Pacific
Railway Company began the challenging
construction through the rugged mountain passes and deep canyons of British
Columbia. By the end of 1882, of the
9,000 railway workers in B.C., 6,500 were
Chinese. Countless men died from the
dangerous conditions.
Although Chinese workers were crucial
to building the Canadian Pacific Railway,
as soon as the cross-Canada railroad was
completed in 1885, the federal government
imposed a $50 head tax on Chinese coming
to Canada. This racially discriminatory tax
was applied only to Chinese. The intention
of the head tax was to discourage Chinese
labourers from coming to Canada by imposing a heavy financial burden on them.

Chinese emigrants came mainly from the counties/cities in or near
the Pearl River Delta in Guangdong province.

Number of emigrants
by county/city
0
1 - 217
971 - 2,712
4,718 - 5,795
15,731

31 to 40:
13.7%
11 to 20:
38.4%

Male:
96.8%
21 to 30:
42.3%

Total: 38,408

Total: 38,408

P A C I F I C

CHINESE IMMIGRANTS TO CANADA 1910 to 1949

Shanghai
7181

C H I N A
GUANGDONG
PROVINCE

6815
6136

Chaozhou

Start of the First World War,
implementation of the
Wartime Elections Act

Implementation of the
Chinese Exclusion Act

4785
Yingde

Huaxian

Sanshui

Nanhai

SOUTH
CHINA
SEA

Zengcheng

Qingyuan

Gaoyao

1 to 10: 2%

51 and over: 0.3%
41 to 50: 3.5%

Female: 3.2%

The tax was increased to $100 in 1901 and to
$500 in 1903. Revenue from the tax was split
between the B.C. provincial government
and the federal government and totalled
over $23 million by 1923, an amount that
would have been worth over $1.5 billion at
the time of the federal apology for the head
tax and anti-Chinese legislation in 2006.
The Chinese head tax register kept track
of every Chinese entering Canada, as well as
the thousands who were already in Canada
in 1885. Ironically, these records of over
97,000 Chinese have provided a remarkable
glimpse at who they were and allowing researchers to study their impact on Canada.
The information presented here focuses
on the period between 1910 and 1923, when
registrants were required to record their
destinations in Canada.
The federal government passed the
“Chinese Immigration Act” (also known as
the “Exclusion Act”) in 1923, by which no
person of Chinese origin was permitted to
enter. During the period of exclusion from
1923 to 1947, few Chinese were allowed into
Canada, and many Chinese Canadians had
to endure the hardship of separation from
their family members in China.

ORIGIN OF CHINESE EMIGRANTS
WHO ARRIVED IN CANADA BETWEEN
1910 AND 1923

AGE OF CHINESE
EMIGRANTS, 1910 TO 1923

GENDER OF CHINESE
EMIGRANTS, 1910 TO 1923

Buluo

Guangzhou
Dongguan

3122
2808

Huizhou

1988

Shunde

1621

Heshan
Kaiping
Enping

Panyu
Xin’an
Xiangshan
Xinhui (Zhongshan)
Hong Kong

Yangjiang
Xinning
(Taishan)

1341

142

Macao

1910

1911

1912

1913

1914

1915

346
1916

612

1917

38,408 total arrivals
1911 county boundaries

1918

1919

1920

1921

760

751

1922

1923

DISTRIBUTION OF IMMIGRANTS
BY PROVINCE, 1910 TO 1923
Atlantic 0.6%
Saskatchewan 1.6%
Manitoba 1.6%
Alberta 1.9%

DESTINATIONS WITHIN CANADA OF
CHINESE IMMIGRANTS, 1910 TO 1923
Most of the Chinese immigrants settled in Southern British
Columbia, Saskatchewan, Ontario and Alberta. Since
Newfoundland and Labrador was not a Canadian province
until 1949, it has been excluded. (Excludes unknown
destinations.)

C
B.C.

A

N

ALTA.

SASK.

British Columbia
77.1%
Quebec
8.3%
Ontario
8.6%

A

D

A

MAN.

Total: 38,408

ONT.

QUE.

O C E A N

N.B.

P.E.I.
N.S.

B.C.

DISTRIBUTION OF IMMIGRANTS
IN B.C., 1910 TO 1923
Cumberland: 0.5%
New Westminster: 0.7%
Nanaimo: 1.9%

A T L A N T I C
O C E A N

ALTA.

Other: 2.9%

Lifting of the Chinese
Exclusion Act, right to
vote granted

Victoria
35.3%

Vancouver
58.6%

N
3
1924

1
1925

5
1926

2
1927

4
1928

7
1929

1
1930

103
1931

3
1932

3
1933

2
1934

5
1935

3
1936

5
1937

223 total arrivals (to 1947)

8
1938

6
1939

30
1940

2
1941

6
1942

0
1943

0
1944

2
1945

10
1946

12
1947

67
1948

373
1949

SOURCES: Dr. Henry Yu,
Department of History,
University of British Columbia
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BC Archives E-00382

Before the turn of the 20th century, Chinese were lending their technological know-how to gold mining along the Fraser River.
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Legacies of the First Arrivals:
Mining and the Gold Rush

I

n the years following the discovery of gold in the Lower Fraser
Valley, tens of thousands of miners from around the world thronged
to the province. Among them were a large group of Chinese from

San Francisco who arrived in Victoria by ship in June 1858.
Soon after, other Chinese came directly from the coast of Guangdong
province in China, seeking riches both from digging gold and by creating
businesses that traded with First Nations and provided services to other
miners and settlers. When the gold rush ended in the 1860s, and British
Columbia faced adverse economic conditions, these Cantonese-speaking
migrants continued to migrate to what they called “Gum San”—Gold
Mountain. For them, Gold Mountain was not a geographic place on the
globe. Gum San referred to their dreams of a better life and became a
symbol for their aspirations when they journeyed to places throughout
the Pacific in California, British Columbia, Australia, and New Zealand.
British Columbia’s central interior has been profoundly shaped by
gold and prospecting activity, and the fervour that helped create a multibillion dollar resource industry revolution and the building of the province. It reached an all-time high when a working-class English prospector,
the 20-year-old William ‘Billy’ Barker, made a strike in Northern British

BC Archives F-04551

Columbia that reverberated beyond all others.

The hardships of mining life
were balanced by the dreams
of creating a better life.
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T

hrough a self-taught hobby, Chow Dong (Charlie) Hoy put an indelible
mark on British Columbia’s early history.
Often referred to as C.D. Hoy (although his real surname was “Chow,”

English speakers assumed that the last name in order, “Hoy,” was his actual
surname), he was among the throngs of young men who immigrated from
Guangdong and headed to Barkerville with the dream of striking it rich in the
gold fields. Along the way he tried his hand at many jobs—up to 17 and including
dishwasher, cook, fur trader, axe-man, surveyor, miner, and watch repairman—
with success mostly eluding him as he struggled to make ends meet.
He acquired a camera with a view to supplementing his income by taking
portraits, starting with those of Chinese miners that were then printed onto postcards destined for families in China. Hoy went on to photograph the Carrier and
Chilcotin First Nations who lived in the Interior as well as many white families.
His compositions, diverse range of subjects, and the large number of photographs
he took provided an unparallelled visual record of a critical time in the province’s
development and the people who shaped it.
When his cousin, who also lived in Quesnel area, decided to return to China,
Hoy purchased his store and ranch which rooted Hoy to the Quesnel area. He
went on to build a thriving department store business; the Wells Light and Power

Barkerville Historic Town Archives P2039

Plant which provided service to South Wells and Barkerville for almost a decade
to 1947; and the Lode Theatre in Wells, B.C.
But it was through his photographic capabilities, which was in a long list of
pursuits to keep food on the table for his family, and something that eventually
became only a hobby, that Hoy left his remarkable legacy to British Columbia.
Over 1,500 of his glass negatives make up the most important collection
of still images of life in the frontier
around the area of Wells,

Chow Dong
(Charlie) Hoy

Quesnel, Barkerville and
Williams Lake, and Hoy’s work
is internationally known. In 2013
many of his images were included in the Who Am I exhibit that
travelled to Guangdong. After his
death, the negatives were donated
to Barkerville Historic Town and
his work can now be seen in the

1883 – 1973
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C.D. Hoy Gallery at the Quesnel
& District Museum.

Considered among one of Canada’s most important photographers,
C.D. Hoy’s image of a Chinese Canadian man is featured on a
Canadian souvenir postage stamp series. ©Canada Post Corporation (2014)
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Photographic artist and writer
Faith Moosang, author of
First Son: Portraits of C.D. Hoy
described Hoy’s photos this way:
“The frank, open look on the
people’s faces in Hoy’s portraits,
and the lack of romanticism in the
setting and light effects, reveal
the difference between being
photographed for someone else’s
story and being photographed for
your own.”
Photo credits from top left to right clockwise:
Barkerville Historic Town Archives
P2078z, P1733, P2001, P1722

Chapter 4Chapter
THE
2 N E SWO E
CR
I AAL: D
A INVDE RE SCIOTN
Y OAM
MIO
C NLGE GTA
HCEI E
DSI V E R S E

33

Photo credits from
top left to right clockwise:
Barkerville Historic Town Archives
P2049, P2094, P1611z, P2217z, P1634z
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I

n order for a street to be named after a person, they have to have done
something or be somebody. Nanaimo’s Mah Bing Kee achieved both.
Already by the early 1900s he had acquired significant wealth and was

only the third individual in the city to own an automobile. Fluent in English, he
arrived in Nanaimo in 1878 via California, where he was lured by the gold rush.
He came to own vast holdings, including over 1,000 acres in Nanaimo and property in Vancouver, Kamloops, Ladysmith, Cumberland, Union Bay, Fanny Bay,
and Port Alberni, and in cities such as Saskatoon and Edmonton where there
were concentrations of Chinese. He also had business interests in the Cassidy
sawmill. Together with Chung Yung Ching, Mah controlled the entire Chinatown
in Nanaimo, helping Chinese get their businesses started but also taking a cut
of the profits.
Mah often took legal action to exert his rights. One epic court battle over
timber and coal rights began in 1903 when he purchased the 158-acre Ganner
Estate outside of Nanaimo. Mah intended to extract coal from the land, but
under the laws of the day the mineral rights were assigned to the coal companies.
Aiming to become one of the first Chinese to own and mine coal, he fought
formidable forces including coal barons who joined with the executors of the
Ganner Estate in opposing him. He pressed his case all the way to the Supreme
Court in Ottawa, where he won. It didn’t end
there. His opponents took the case to the Privy
Council in London, England, where he lost.
Today, the only memory of Mah Bing Kee is
a street in Nanaimo—the eponymously named

Mah Bing Kee

Bing Kee Street.

1847 – 1942
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Chinese workers were integral to the early years of Canada’s railway.
Chung Collection, UBC Library CC-PH-00278
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Pushing the railway through Rogers Pass in 1889 was dangerous work done under extreme hardship. After the
work was done Chinese labourers would move their camp to the next section. Glenbow Archives NA3740.29
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Building the Railroad

B

uilding a transcontinental railway was a condition for British Columbia
entering Confederation, but getting enough workers to British Columbia
was no easy task. At the time it was cheaper and faster to get to British

Columbia by water from across the Pacific than overland from Halifax. With
the beginning of the construction of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR),
Chinese railway workers were brought by ship from both San Francisco and
Hong Kong to build the CPR starting from the West Coast through the daunting valleys and mountains of British Columbia at the same time that European
labourers began building from the East Coast.
Over the course of construction, 6,500 of the 9,000 railway workers were
Chinese and they built the segment of the railway through the most challenging and dangerous terrain in the province. They were paid a dollar a day and
had to pay for their food and gear. Meanwhile, white workers were paid $1.50 to
$2.50 per day and did not have to pay for provisions. As well as being paid less,
Chinese workers were given the most dangerous tasks, such as handling the
explosive nitroglycerin used to break up solid rock. Hundreds of Chinese working on the railway died from accidents, winter cold, illness and malnutrition.
Despite their significant contributions to the building of the national rail-

way that has come to symbolize the unity of Canada from coast to coast, when
the western and eastern sections of the CPR finally met in Craigellachie, B.C.,
Chinese workers were kept out of the iconic historic photograph depicting the
driving in of the ceremonial “last spike.”
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Cumberland Museum and Archives 987.077.003

Courtesy of Helen Callbreath

Throughout the province, Chinese Canadians, like Wong Say Shew
in the Comox Valley, helped supply consumers with produce.

Larry and Howard Grant at their family market garden are living evidence of
the close relations that grew between First Nations and Chinese Canadians.
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Chinese Farms and First Nations

A

history of British Columbia’s agriculture sector would not be complete without outlining the role of Chinese Canadian farmers who,
despite restrictions on owning agricultural land and obtaining

water rights, developed market gardens that supplied much of the produce
to Vancouver and Victoria as well as smaller cities and towns.
Many Chinese market gardens were significant enterprises, including the
renowned farms located along the north shore of the Fraser River, from the
river delta all the way through New Westminster and past Chilliwack. In
Victoria, a significant portion of what is now the Fairfield community was
under cultivation by Chinese farmers who leased the land from Governor
Sir James Douglas. And farms in the Big Bend area of Burnaby continue to
provide a significant proportion of fresh produce for the Lower Mainland,
just as they did in the 1800s.
Throughout most of the 20th century, as many as 18 Chinese market
gardens were located on the Musqueam Indian Reserve 2 at the mouth of the
Fraser River. These farms provide a rare insight into the close relationships
that were formed between Chinese Canadians and First Nations. One farmer,
Hong Tim Hing, married Agnes Grant of the Musqueam. Their children—
Gordon Grant, Larry Grant, Helen Callbreath, and Howard E. Grant —are
respected and prominent elders of the Musqueam community. Recently,
several of the Grant siblings made a trip to China to retrace their father’s
steps back to his ancestral village of Sei Moon in Zhongshan county in
Guangdong province.
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Seeds of Chinese Canadian Commerce

O

ver the years it became common for Chinese Canadians to run
certain types of service businesses, including laundries, tailoring
shops and restaurants. This was the pragmatic result of the social

and economic environment that put many obstacles in the way of Chinese
working in professions. And for Chinese labourers, these were inexpensive
businesses to start after labour jobs, such as those with the railway.

Touchstones Nelson Museum of Art and History 1987.79.2

Cumberland Museum and Archives 994.109.022

The Sing Chong Laundry in Nelson, like many
Chinese laundries, has long closed its door but
the building, now housing the Kootenay Co-op
Radio, still remains and is the last visible vestige
of the community’s Chinatown. It has been
named a B.C. historic place.
Left: Courtesy of Kootenay Co-op Radio, Photo by Terry Brennan

Chinese laundries sprang up throughout British Columbia as Chinese Canadians looked
for ways to earn a livelihood and an emerging working class needed new services.
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Chinese Laundries

F

ollowing the completion of the Canadian Pacific

Technology, and in particular the advent of washing

Railway, the growth of Chinese laundries was

machines, coin laundries and easier-care fabrics, made

exponential. In 1882 Victoria had three laundries,

it increasingly difficult to earn a livelihood by doing

the Mee Wah, Gin Wau and Chang Gee; 10 years later

laundry and eventually the ubiquitous Chinese laundry

the Royal Commission on Chinese and Japanese im-

in towns and cities in British Columbia—indeed across

migration indicated there were 40. Similarly in New

the country—mostly disappeared from the landscape.

Westminster and Vancouver just a handful of Chinese

Keefer Laundry

Wah Sing and Wah Chong Laundry, operated between

Wong Chow Yin was like

1874 and 1885, but a decade later Vancouver had 25 and

many young immigrants

New Westminster had nine. The small community of

who, finding it difficult to

Rossland had 20.

find employment, resorted

The proliferation drew negative attention and cor-

to starting a hand laundry

responding obstacles were put up to deter the source

business after arriving in

of livelihood. The Vancouver Vintners and the Knights

Canada in 1907 at age 14.

of Labour called on all candidates in the 1886 civic
election to denounce Chinese laundries as a nuisance.

Wong Chow Yin

Knowing that only wealthy
households could afford to

Months later in February 1887, as a way to drive the

send laundry out, he went door-to-door in the Shaugh-

Chinese out of town, arsonists burnt down several

nessy area looking for business. Just a few short years

laundries in Vancouver during an anti-Chinese riot. In

later he opened his business at 238 Keefer St. and saved

1906, the Fort Macleod city council passed a resolution

enough to buy a washing machine and dryer.

to “place a tax of one hundred dollars on Chinese laun-

In August 1970, the Keefer Laundry celebrated its Golden Jubilee
and the opening of a new “million dollar ultra modern plant” at
227 East Georgia Street. B.C. Attorney General Leslie R. Peterson,
who cut the ribbon at the opening ceremony, is pictured with
members of the Wong family.

His son Paul Wong was expected to take over the

dries” to discourage their presence. And in 1919, the

family business. Before he did, he wrote a paper while

British Columbia legislature amended the Factories Act

attending the University of British Columbia on how he

to prevent laundries from operating between 7 p.m. and

was going to build the most modern laundry in Canada.

7 a.m. When white laundry owners complained about

After graduation, he and his father, business plan in

lax enforcement and of the Chinese launderers defying

hand, received a $500,000 bank loan to build their

the act by working on statutory holidays, the provincial

dream laundry at 227 East Georgia St.

government replaced token fines with penalties that

Photos courtesy of Paul Wong

laundries, including Tom Lung Tai, Chinese Laundry

With the funds the Wong family built the biggest and

rose to $200 for second violations and included jail

most modern laundry in Canada. Over the years, Keefer

sentences for those who did not pay.

Laundry developed a reputation for excellent service.
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As the province’s cities grew, more people worked in non-labouring fields. Tailoring services were in demand and skilled
Chinese Canadians filled the need. In the Chung tailoring shop on Victoria’s Cormorant Street an iconic picture of the Empress of Asia
sat against the wall, serving as a reminder of the trans-Pacific journey made by future Chinese Canadians. Chung Collection, UBC Library EX-5-6
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Tailors
Yick Fung Company

The Government Street business remained in the

In 1964, the Charles Chan Kent Golden Wedding

For a century, the Yick Fung Company kept its doors

family until 1981 when it closed and by then had ex-

Anniversary Scholarship was established to support

open in Victoria’s Chinatown, first operating as a major

panded to include confectionery, soft drinks, tobacco,

students in educational institutions such as Simon

textile manufacturer for a range of linen goods, such as

and antiques.

Fraser University, University of Victoria, Kwantlen Polytechnic University and University of British Columbia.

tablecloths, bed sheets, pillowcases, and towels for Hudson’s Bay and Spencer’s department stores. As well, the

Aero Garments

company outfitted Canadian Pacific Steamships with

Self-taught Chan Bun Keen was a pioneer in the fash-

chef’s uniforms and supplied denim coveralls for the

ion garment business, first selling tailor-made suits

coal mines and sawmills in Nanaimo and Cumberland

to loggers at inland camps on Vancouver Island and

and elsewhere on Vancouver Island. Owner Nipp Ng

operating a retail shop in Courtney, B.C. until 1928

also created tailor-made men’s and women’s clothing.

when he relocated operations to Vancouver.

The store front at 544 Fisgard St. had retail space

There he and his brother Ben built a formidable

for clothing and fabrics, while at the back of the shop

garment factory on Carrall Street called the Vancouver

all the sewing took place.

Shirt and Overall Company that was later expanded
to a five-storey operation on Water Street called

in the Chinese community and the store, with a table

Aero Garment Ltd. By 1958 the pair was the first in

in the rear, served as a social gathering place for the

Canada to manufacture permanent-press clothing

entire community. Many people who were illiterate

at its 100,000-square-foot premise on East Hastings

would use the shop’s address as their mailing address

Street not far from Chinatown.

and would drop by frequently to pick up mail.
Faye Leung, Nipp’s granddaughter, recalls her

Chan Bun Keen, who had changed his name to
Charles Chan Kent to make it seem more Canadian,

mother and aunts were the designers and dressmakers

died in 1974 and his sons expanded the sale and

who completed the bulk of the orders. During their

distribution of clothing across Canada and the

free time, they also helped read and write letters, and

United States. At its peak, it ran three factories and

assisted Chinese pioneers with sending money back

employed over 300 employees. While that business

to their families in China.

closed in 2004, a third generation Chan Kent and

The store later moved to a Government Street

Courtesy of Chan Kent family

Nipp, an educated man, was a prominent person

The fashion garment business supported generations of one
Chinese Canadian family, beginning on Vancouver Island and
today carrying on in Vancouver where Bob Chan Kent, left,
with his father Robert Chan Kent, leads a company that creates
brands worn throughout Canada and North America.

Bob Chan Kent, founded Quantum Apparel Group

address and Nipp diversified his business, investing in

Inc., a Vancouver-based garment company, which

the earliest greenhouses in Saanich, B.C., where hot-

now produces women’s fashions under the Taylor

house tomatoes, melons, and Chinese vegetables were

Brooke and Royce brand distributed to over 400

grown for public market sales.

stores throughout Canada and the United States.
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Modernize Tailors
Bill Wong and his brother Jack graduated with engi-

their own division within the tailor shop specializing

neering degrees from University of British Columbia in

in the new trends. The business boomed. In fact, as

the 1940s, but there were no job prospects because no

Bill recalls, “One day I went out for lunch and after I

company would hire a Chinese person. In fact, when

got back there was at least 70 boys waiting in line to

the recruiter came to their class, “He deliberately talk-

have their measurements taken.” For Bill and Jack,

ed loud enough so we Chinese in the classroom can

many of these young men became loyal customers,

hear that ‘there’s no point asking for an interview—it

coming back for graduation suits and later bringing

would be wasting both of our time’.”

their offspring for their first tailored suit.

But getting a degree was still considered insurance

On Nov. 3, 2013, the City of Vancouver recognized

for a better future should Canada force Chinese to

the 100th anniversary of the shop by declaring it

leave, something in the back of their minds given that

Modernize Tailors Day. Jack passed away in 2013 and

it had been 20 years since the federal government

Bill passed away at 95 in 2017, but the shop remains an

instituted the Chinese Exclusion Act forbidding the

institution in Vancouver’s Chinatown and its contribu-

Chinese from entering Canada. There had also been

tion to the community will endure.

“If that would have happened, being a tailor in
China might not be the best thing, but I would still

The Wong brothers, although educated as engineers,
were unable to enter the profession due to anti-Chinese
discrimination.They dedicated their lives to working at the
family business started by their father, Modernize Tailors.

have an engineering degree to fall back on.”
It didn’t work out that way. Even when engineering
jobs did open up for Chinese Canadians, the brothers

Courtesy of Modernize Tailors

forced removal of the Japanese to internment camps.

decided to continue working in their father’s tailor
business and never looked back.
Bill’s father, Wong Gung Lai, opened Modernize
Tailors in 1913 on the corner of Pender and Carrall in
the Chinese Freemasons building on West Pender and
had developed a reputation for fine tailoring. During
their school years, Bill and his brother noticed that
their classmates and younger teens were adopting the
popular trend of high-waisted pants or jeans, with
turned up cuffs worn with white socks, penny loafers,
and T-shirts or collared shirts with a pullover sweater
to complete the look. Bill and Jack decided to set up
Courtesy of David Wong

Bill Wong made garments that defined both class and style
for Vancouver residents and celebrities for over 60 years.
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Chinese Cafés

F

ollowing the gold rush, Chinese cafés began to
pop up in many small towns throughout British

The Chinese café story in Vancouver featured a

C.K. Chop Suey at 123B East Pender Street which
employed two white waitresses. A month later, the

chapter on discrimination. In 1919, the British Columbia

licences for Hong Kong Café at 126 East Pender St.,

prising Chinese who had learned to cook ‘regular’

government amended its Municipal Act to forbid white

Gee Kong Café at 168 East Pender St., and BC Royal

food and bake in their jobs as houseboys, camp cooks,

women or girls to be employed in Oriental cafés and

Café at 61 East Pender St. were pulled.

and kitchen help at CPR hotels that sprang up on rail

restaurants as these premises were viewed as unsuitable

junctions throughout Canada. Standard on almost all

for women to be employed. It was later replaced by the

the three restaurants marched to city hall, protesting

menus was western-style ham and bacon and eggs;

Women and Girls’ Protection Act of 1923.

the ban but the mayor refused them a hearing. Six

Columbia. It was a natural outcome from enter-

sandwiches, burgers, and chips and gravy; cutlets,

During the Depression, this law came head-to-head

On Sept. 24, 1938, a delegation of 16 waitresses from

months later, white women were re-employed in

chops, and steaks along with soup and home-baked

with the fact that more and more women were forced

Chinese-owned restaurants that served only “English

pies. In many small towns the Chinese café was the

to look for work to supplement their family income.

meals to English customers.”

only place where hot meals were served all day long.

In November 1936, eight Pender Street restaurants

In the small towns, employing non-Chinese women

employing 29 non-Chinese women were given notices

was not an important issue and many local white and

introduced chop suey, chow mein and other now well-

to dismiss their white help. When enforcing the

First Nations women worked as waitresses. Many young

known Chinese Canadian dishes to their menu. These

law seemed ineffective, the city in 1938 turned to

boys and girls fondly remember their first summer job

cafés became iconic in small town British Columbia,

cancellation of business licences beginning with

working in the local café to earn extra pocket money.

Nanaimo Museum R5-11

As Chinese food became popular, many cafés

From the collection of Imogene Lim

serving Chinese and western dishes to patrons.

Adding the words chop suey house
to a restaurant name helped invite
English-speaking clientele to early
Chinese restaurants like Nanaimo’s
Nam King Low that stood on Pine Street.
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Photo by David Wong

Photo by David Wong

Courtesy of Allen Ma

There were few towns in British Columbia that did not have a Chinese café.
Beyond basic nourishment, they provided a bridge to cultural understanding and employment for residents. Many served Western Food but as
society’s tastes became more adventuresome, Chinese dishes were
introduced and some restaurants, like the Don Mee in Victoria, flourished
with Chinese-only menu offerings.

r
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Ovaltine Café

Chop Suey Restaurants

The Ovaltine Café opened in 1942 at 251 East Hastings

The Pekin Chop Suey House, which began in 1910,

St. The café is the oldest running Chinese café in

was one of the earliest and most well-known eateries

Vancouver and has survived intact with coffee counter,

in Vancouver’s Chinatown. At the time the only

booths, mirrors and varnished woodwork. It’s often

non-Chinese who would venture into Vancouver’s

seen in scenes on CBC-TV’s hit series Da Vinci’s Inquest.

Chinatown for an evening meal were people who had
regular contact with Chinese or who were acquainted
with the cuisine through travels to the Orient.
By the Second World War, when rationing was the
norm and food became scarce, many people found
that Chinese food was not only filling but tasty and
nutritious. It also helped that China was an Allied
country. After the war, chop suey houses proliferated,
copying Americanized versions that had emerged in
Photo by David Wong

the United States as early as 1849 with the all-you-caneat buffet—so called “chow-chows”.
By the 1960s, with the smorgasbord buffet revived,
and Americans introducing the Polynesian-style
Chinese food fad with restaurants like Trader Vic’s
and the Beachcomber throughout North America,
it wasn’t long before Vancouver had its own Trader

Chop suey restaurants, like the Pekin and Sai Woo in Vancouver,
proliferated following the Second World War. Some, like the Bamboo
Terrace shown on page 48, became celebrity magnets.

Vic’s at the Bayshore Inn and other restaurants such
as the WK Chop Suey and Bamboo Terrace where
local and Hollywood celebrities came to be seen.
Supper clubs such as the Forbidden City and Marco
Polo combined live entertainment along with a dinner
and dance.
Today diners’ palates have grown more sophisticated— enjoying and discerning different styles of
regional Chinese cuisines, such as Sichuan, Shanghai,
Hunan, Chiu Chow, as well as the ever-popular
Photo by Julian Fok

southern Cantonese. There are all-you-can-eat
Photo by David Wong

hotpot buffets, dim sum luncheons, congee and
wonton houses, late-night tapas-style fare, as well
as traditional Buddhist vegetarian and Asian-Chinese
fusion restaurants to cater to every imagination
and fancy.

Chapter 2

S O C I A L A N D ECONOM IC L EG AC I E S

Tofu initially appealed to Asian tastes but in just a few short decades it has
become a mainstay in the diets of many British Columbians and is a major
job generator with one major manufacturer employing hundreds of people.
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Vancouver’s Sam Kee Company eventually was controlled by
Chang Toy who developed an extensive business empire involving imports
and exports, landholdings, canneries, coal sales, and even gambling.
City of Vancouver Archives CVA 677-522

Early Chinese Canadian Entrepreneurs
and their Legacies

T

here were many unknowns for early Chinese immigrants
striking out on a new life journey in a foreign country. While
almost all faced hardship and forms of discrimination, some

were rewarded handsomely for the gamble they took in making the
ocean journey to a place unknown, and the mark they have left on the
province’s economic landscape is profound. They were among the par-

ticularly astute entrepreneurs whose hard work, luck, and connections
permitted their small businesses to transition to some of the oldest,
well-respected and established enterprises in the province. Their success has often led to the creation of major corporate institutions in the

Vancouver Public Library 536

province and their impact has been multigenerational.

Wing Tai Company's 1 1/2 ton truck In front
of Federal Motor Co., Vancouver, BC
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C

hang Toy did not adopt Western clothing or learn to speak English
fluently in the 45 years he did business in the province. But that put no
limits on his remarkable business success that saw him become a major

landowner in Chinatown and beyond.
He arrived in Victoria in 1874 at the age of 17 and met fellow Hakka clansman

Courtesy of City of Vancouver Archives CVA 287-2

Chang Toy

Chu Lai who became his mentor. Initially finding work at a New Westminster sawmill, he moved to Vancouver around 1876 and purchased shares in a laundry. He
added a small grocery business, and with help from Chu Lai, started labour contracting other Hakka-speaking Chinese workers. His store helped move him into
importing and exporting. Rice, tea, clothing, Chinese herbal medicines and wines
would come westward, while he exported gold, wheat, barley, salt and dried seafood.
In the decade following 1887, his business diversified significantly. He gained
control of the Vancouver-based Sam Kee Company and, pooling funds with Won
Alexander Cumyow, the two purchased property. Among the properties he
acquired and developed were two corner lots in Gastown, another at the downtown intersection of Pender and Richards, land fronting Burrard and on Hastings,
water frontage on industrial False Creek as well as land in Burnaby, North Vancouver, Steveston, Caulfield and Hastings Townsite.
As his influence and impact within the Chinese community expanded, he
founded the Chinese Empire Reform Association and later established the
association’s school on the third floor of the Sam Kee Company building.

1857 – 1921

He dabbled in gambling with a quarter stake in a syndicate called Hop Lee
Word Flowers, a word-guessing lottery. Both Sam Kee and Wing Sang Company
(owned by Yip Sang) were major players in salted herring exporting, where profits
were sizeable and enabled investments in the processing side of the industry with
each owning packing companies up the coast in Nanaimo, Nanoose Bay, and the
Gulf Islands. He formed the Quick Delivery Coal and Woodyard Company at
48 Dupont St. that sold coal to restaurants, hotels, foundries, and homes as far
away as Calgary. As well, the Sam Kee Company became the Chinatown agent for

Courtesy of David Wong

the Blue Funnel Line and the Japan Mail Steamship Company, and it wasn’t long
before it had 27 sub-agents in 13 cities across Canada.
A patron of Chinese opera, he built the Sing Ping Theatre at Columbia and
Keefer streets in 1914 and brought in his own performing troupe that performed
The Sam Kee building at Carrall and Pender (then known as
Dupont Street) is believed to be the thinnest free-standing
building in the world, the result of a municipal land expropriation to widen the road. Chang Toy was left with the
remaining sliver of land and instead of selling it to neighbours, he built a three-story building now recognized as
historically significant by the City of Vancouver and the
Canadian Historic Places Registry.
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there until 1918.
Chang died in China in 1921 on a business trip at 64, but the astute risk taker
was already one of the most successful Chinese entrepreneurs of his time. One of
his many living legacies he can take pride in is his great grandson, award-winning
designer, Simon Chang.
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R

onald Bick Lee began his working life in British Columbia as a dishwasher
in Victoria. He later landed his first job in Vancouver at the White Lunch
restaurant, followed by work at Mr. Fong’s On Hang Lung Importers. At

that time, there was no sign that he would go on to be a role model for other Chinese immigrants and the incubator of a major family business dynasty.
In 1921, Lee gathered a few shareholders, including his brother and his cousin
in Hong Kong and China, and started the family importing and exporting business called Foo Hung Co. Ltd. which had a sister branch, Foo Hung Hong Kong,
which Lee’s brother, Yick Bun, operated in Hong Kong.
Foo Hung Hong Kong sourced and exported Asian goods for Foo Hung
Vancouver, which served the Chinese community in Western Canada.
Foo Hung was also a remittance house (informal bank) that helped local

Chinese send money to their families in China. Foo Hung also sold Canadian
National Railway express money orders for their Chinese immigrant customers
in Western Canada. Lee’s connections in Hong Kong and China were invaluable
in ensuring that the money got to villages and families.
During the Depression, Foo Hung prices were lowered and Lee worked day
and evenings to keep afloat while he extended credit to allow customers to stay in
business. He also purchased a nursery business, Grandview Greenhouse Nursery
located near Grandview Highway, which proved to be a prescient land investment.
When the Japanese occupation reached Hong Kong in the 1940s, Lee’s contact
with his brother was cut off and he adjusted his business model, switching to
and household items in Vancouver.
Well known as a community leader, Lee served as chairman of the Lee’s Association in North America and was active in the Chinese Merchants Association,
Toisan Benevolent Society, and the Chinese Social Development Society. He
donated land to the Vancouver Chinese Public School for its reconstruction
project and served as the chairman of the board of trustees for many years.
Lee was also actively involved in politics and was recognized for his years of

Courtesy of the Lee Family Collection

selling rattan furniture. Foo Hung became the biggest supplier of rattan furniture

devoted service to the Chinese Nationalist Party (Kuomintang). He became a
Kuomintang member and was appointed to be a legislative commissioner of the
Kuomintang Legislative Yuan in 1947 and held the position of executive commissioner of the Kuomintang League in Canada in 1950.

Ronald Bick Lee

Lee was recognized as a Vancouver Centennial Distinguished Pioneer by the
City of Vancouver in 1986. He celebrated his 100th birthday in 1991 and passed
away on Dec. 22, 1994, in Vancouver, at the age of 104.
His living legacy includes his son, Robert H. (Bob) Lee and granddaughter,
Carol Lee.
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H

ok Yat Louie arrived in Vancouver from Guangdong, China in 1896,
at age 21, after borrowing $50 to pay the head tax instituted by the
Canadian government to discourage Chinese immigration.

His first job was as a field hand on drained land along the north shore of the

Fraser River. Although Chinese were not allowed to buy land, white farmers
would lease some in exchange for clearing it. Together with two others, Louie
leased an acreage along the Fraser River and at the foot of what is now Marine
Drive and Boundary Road. Every day at 3 a.m. Louie would rise to get produce
to market by seven. He’d start his wagon up the steep bumpy tracks of Kerr Road
for two miles and then travel five more miles westward on Westminster Road
passing Mount Pleasant’s Brewery Creek to water the horses before heading
into Chinatown.
His trips back and forth became his classroom and, armed with a ChineseEnglish language phrasebook, he used every opportunity to use his English.
While his English improved, business stagnated. The hot sun wilted vegetables
Courtesy of the Louie Family Collection

in summer and snow and mud made it impossible to deliver anything in winter.
In 1894 the Fraser River dikes broke, reclaiming the land and ending the
leased venture.
He turned to a string of temporary jobs at a sawmill, farm, and Hastings Mill,
all the time focused on improving his English and owning a business. In 1903 he
saved enough money to rent a small space in Vancouver’s Chinatown where he
sold seed, fertilizer and wholesale groceries. He won the confidence and trust of
both his Chinese and English customers and by 1927, he renamed and incorporat-

H.Y. Louie

ed the company to H.Y. Louie Company Limited, an enterprise that would go on
to become one of the largest private companies in the province with ownership
of many grocery stores and the London Drugs chain.

1875 – 1934
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A

fter Hok Yat Louie’s death at the age of 59, the responsibility to carry
on the family business fell to his sons, Tim, Tong, Bill, Ernie and Quan.
Tong Louie eventually took the company helm and under his guidance,

the company has progressively expanded, first acquiring IGA’s 47 stores in British
Columbia following by nine large supermarkets from Dominion Stores in 1968. In
1976, they acquired London Drugs.
Today, B.C.-based H.Y. Louie Co. Ltd. is a successful retail chain of over a
hundred drugstores and supermarkets in Western Canada. It is one of the largest
employers and economic generators in the province that impacts many urban and
rural communities throughout the province. The company also owns London Air
Services and Sonora Resort.
a position also extended to his son, Brandt. An influential leader, Louie also sat on
the boards of the United Way, St. Paul’s Hospital, Vancouver Symphony, Dr. Sun
Yat-Sen Gardens, Canadian Diabetes Association, and the B.C. Heart Foundation.
He was former head of the Vancouver Board of Trade and the Business Council of
BC and served on University of British Columbia’s board of governors from 1990
to 1996.
Louie is the first Canadian to be awarded the Golden Heart Community
Achievement Award from the Variety Club and has been invested in both the
Order of Canada and the Order of British Columbia.
Louie was also well known for his generous support of many of Vancouver’s

University of British Columbia Archives [UBC 1.1/62240]

Louie was the first Chinese Canadian to serve as a director of the Royal Bank,

education, health, and cultural institutions and his name is carried on a number
of public buildings.
Louie’s philanthropic legacy continues today through his son Brandt and his
extended family’s work at the London Drugs Foundation and the Tong and

Tong Louie

Geraldine Louie Family Foundation. In 2012, Louie was posthumously inducted
into the Canadian Business Hall of Fame.

1914 – 1998
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The Legacies of Segregation

F

ormal and informal segregation was a fact of life

and farms in areas such as Alert Bay, Duncan, and

for Chinese Canadians, occurring in health and

Cumberland. These clusters took on many forms, as

education systems and often affecting where

bunkhouses in canneries and enclaves near mine sites,

they could live and how they could earn an income.
While they settled in cities and small towns across

illustrating the importance of the Chinese Canadian
community to the province’s economy. In many small

the breadth of British Columbia, Chinese Canadians

towns, several Chinese Canadian businesses such as

were often relegated to live in particular areas of a

stores and restaurants might be clustered together and

community. In places like Nanaimo, Victoria, and

often informally referred to as a Chinatown, but the

Vancouver the areas were large and became so-called

Chinese were not segregated and often were integral

Chinatowns. It was common to see other ethnic popu-

parts of the local community.

lations similarly facing discriminatory practices living

Of the Chinatowns still in existence, Victoria’s
Chinatown stands out as the oldest, while Vancouver’s

grew up around the province’s industrial developments

is the largest. Both were vital places for social, political

or near work sites for Chinese workers, such as mills

and economic activity for Chinese.

Cumberland Museum and Archives 991.048.001

on the margins of these areas. Chinese clusters also
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Chinatowns, some large and others small like
this one in Cumberland, B.C., dotted the B.C.
landscape and it was here in these clusters
that Chinese Canadians created a sense of
community often against a backdrop of
formal and informal segregation.
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Victoria Chinatown

V

ictoria’s compact Chinatown, now a designat-

estate of Sir James Douglas, the former colonial gover-

since their names were not on the provincial voters’

ed National Historic Site of Canada, was the

nor, and from prominent citizens, such as former police

list, Chinese and Indigenous residents could not enter

birthplace of many Chinese Canadian leaders

commissioner Augustus F. Pemberton. They would sell

professions such as law, medicine, pharmacy, and

in municipal, provincial, federal, and international pol-

their goods door-to-door throughout the city, often

teaching. Meanwhile, records show that Chinese were

itics and it was where many significant social, political

procuring additional items as requested such as fabric,

still active in municipal elections, with 92 voting in the

and economic movements took early footholds.

sewing needles, and spools of cotton thread.

August 1874 municipal elections. In the following year,

It sprang up in 1858 around land purchased by

The early clan and fraternal societies, such as

the City of Victoria passed a bylaw stating that Chinese

brothers Loo Chuck Fan and Loo Chew Fan, where they

Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association, the

residents may not be employed in municipal work and

established their business the Kwong Lee & Company

Chee Kung Tong, (also known as the Chi Kung Tong,

in 1876 the city removed the municipal right to vote

to supply labourers and provision gold seekers heading

the Gee Kung Tong and Chinese Freemasons), and

from Chinese and Indigenous residents altogether.

off to other parts of the province. It grew exponentially

political organizations, such as the Chinese Empire

between 1881 and 1891 with an influx of labourers

Reform Association, all took early root in Victoria and

gating Chinese. In 1885, the City of Victoria passed a

employed in the construction of the Canadian Pacific

played important roles socially, financially, and politi-

“cubic air” bylaw stating that each occupant of a room

Railway and the E&N Railway on the island.

cally in the every day lives of Chinese Canadians.

should have 384 cubic feet of space. The bylaw was

Apart from the land owned by three of the largest

Chinese Canadians in Victoria provided crucial

That was not the end of laws targeting and segre-

intended to reduce overcrowding and make housing

trading companies, the land in Victoria’s Chinatown was

support to Dr. Sun Yat-Sen and the revolutionary

more expensive for Chinese residents. To challenge the

mostly owned by white Victorians, making it unusual

movement that created the Republic of China in 1911.

bylaw, the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Associa-

While Vancouver’s Chinatown experienced two

tion (CCBA) urged Chinese targeted by the bylaw to opt

Chinese sentiment was expressed, white middle-class

violent anti-Chinese riots, Victoria’s Chinatown went

to go to jail instead of paying a fine. As a result so many

Victorians regularly patronized Chinese businesses.

largely unscathed although racism was still a factor

Chinese men were arrested that overcrowded jails

They came to Chinatown to have their shoes repaired,

in the city. Racist organizations like the Anti-Chinese

failed to meet the bylaw standards. Police ended raids.

suits tailored and dresses made. Company officials

League regularly denounced Chinese in local news-

seeking skilled workers would meet Chinese labour con-

paper editorials, and in May 1885 it staged a large

children from attending public schools until they could

tractors over a cup of tea. While wealthy Victorians had

anti-Chinese rally. Calls to march to Chinatown and

understand English, a rule that did not apply to immi-

live-in Chinese cooks, servants, and gardeners, the less

teach the ‘celestials’ a lesson were ignored and the

grant children of other nationalities. Years later under

affluent households would hire servants and housekeep-

crowd dispersed without incident.

the threat of segregated schools, Chinese children car-

from other Chinatowns in the province. Although anti-

ers on a daily or weekly basis, and Chinese firms adver-

Meanwhile, lawmakers took a number of actions

By 1907, the Victoria School Board banned Chinese

ried out a year-long strike. The CCBA founded an Anti-

tised regularly in Victoria’s daily newspapers. Chinatown

that enshrined discrimination into laws. In 1872, the

Segregation Association that successfully challenged

merchants owned a quarter of the city’s retail liquor

British Columbia government removed the right to

the school board’s decision resulting in students,

licenses and offered a good selection of wines and spirits.

vote in provincial elections from Chinese and Indig-

except those who needed assistance with their English,

enous residents. The impact of the law went further;

returning to school.

Chinese market gardeners leased land from the
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Victoria’s Chinatown has retained much of its original architecture and aesthetics and as a result has earned significant
heritage recognition. Over the years, a number of arches marked the entrance of Chinatown with the most recent
intended to represent the “harmony of the multicultural society which all Canadians enjoy.” Photo by Chiho Yeung
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Since 1909 the red-roofed
Chinese Public School in
Chinatown has served as the
cultural centre of Victoria’s
Chinatown and combines
style features of Eastern and
Western architecture.
Photo by David Wong

Victoria’s Fan Tan Alley is known as the narrowest street in Canada and was originally a gambling district with restaurants,
shops, and opium dens. Today, it is a tourist destination and home to many boutiques. Photos by Nicole Dailly
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Wing Chong Company
Chu successfully contested the discriminatory

the name of his business, was among the first

Chinese Regulation Act, an 1884 provincial statute

Chinese to migrate to Victoria, arriving in the

that imposed an annual $10 tax on all Chinese over the

1860s via San Francisco. He became a leading entrepre-

age of 14. The following year he, along with another

neur, community organizer, education champion, and

Chinese individual, refused to pay. Instead of paying a

activist who successfully fought against early discrimi-

$20 fine for failing to pay, Chu posted a $250 bond and

natory practices.

appealed to the B.C. Supreme Court where the Act was

After working as a merchant trader in the Caribou,

ruled invalid. The province entered an appeal, but did

in 1876 he opened a retailing and importing firm, Wing

not proceed with it.

Chong Company, at the corner of Store and Cormorant

Chu championed education; his children were

streets in Victoria. It also manufactured clothing and

among a few who attended the Victoria public school

engaged in labour contracting, supplying mine workers

system and when attempts were made to segregate

to what was then Union Colliery before Cumberland

Chinese children he banded together with 10 fellow

was incorporated. This mine was a major employer of

merchants in protest. He also helped launch the Lequn

Chinese in the province.

Yishu, the first Chinese-language school in Canada that

It is natural for entrepreneurs to use community

was financed through community contributions.

BC Archives MS-0101.1

C

hu Lai, who was also called Wing Chong after

Images for Victoria
entrepreneur Chu Lai, also
known as Wing Chong, are
elusive but records from
the account books of
Wing Chong Company
attest to his business
activity in the city. Chu
also stood up publicly
against discrimination.

connections to build business and Chu was no exception. He was ethnic Hakka, an ethnic minority from
Panyu county in Guangdong, and his connections here
and in China were used to further business interests.
He helped other Hakka migrate and settle in the province including a young Chang Toy who reached great
business success in Vancouver, gaining control of Sam
Kee Company. Chu also sent remittances back to China
on behalf of Chinese workers. At the time of his death,
Chu was one of the wealthiest Chinese merchants in
British Columbia, reportedly having half a million
dollars in assets.
Benevolent Association and the Yan Wo Tong, a fraternal organization of Hakka established in Victoria in
1872 and one of the earliest Chinese organizations in
British Columbia.
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He was active with the Chinese Consolidated
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Between 1880 and 1910, Victoria's
Chinatown grew in size and population. By 1911, there were 3,458
people living in Chinatown which
covered six city blocks.

Vancouver Chinatown

V

ancouver’s Chinatown was developed after the

Vancouver city hall on Westminster (Main Street) and

customers away from Chinatown stores. Chinese and

great Vancouver fire in 1886 on 106 acres of

Hastings. After incendiary speeches targeting Chinese,

Asian food products appeared on shelves in all super-

forested land and marshes on the north shore

Japanese, and South Asians as a threat, those gathered

markets in general, and Chinese restaurants opened

of False Creek on Westminster Avenue (Main Street),

began rioting in the adjacent Chinatown on Pender

all around the city. Chinatown was no longer the only

lands that Chinese were permitted to rent free for 10

Street. Windows were smashed and Chinese were

destination for Chinese food.

years on condition they cleared and cultivate the land.

physically assaulted. The destructive rioters stormed

Today’s Chinatown is undergoing a revival with a

through Chinatown and then headed to Japantown on

new generation of young entrepreneurs and residents

organize labourers around those considered "white,"

nearby Powell Street. However, Japanese Canadians

coming into the area, and there are active public

and wanting to limit employment and settlement of

had time to arm themselves while the rioters were in

discussions around revitalization and preservation of

Chinese within the city.

Chinatown, and they were able to fight back and limit

many buildings in the area which provide traces of the

the damage in comparison to Chinatown. Afterward,

early Chinese pioneers.

During those early years, a movement attempted to

On Jan. 8, 1887, a mob of 300 attacked an encampment of Chinese workers who had been hired to clear

the Canadian government paid compensation to the

land in the West End of Vancouver. A smaller mob

businesses that had been damaged in 1907 riot, but

burned or damaged the homes of 90 Chinese residents

also passed anti-Asian legislation in the aftermath,

on Carrall Street in Chinatown. Many Chinese fled

vindicating the anti-Asian goals of the rioters. Former

temporarily to New Westminster to escape the vigilante

premier Richard McBride stated at that time that

violence. The provincial government sent 35 special

British Columbia was a “white man’s province.”

provincial constables to restore order, and the Chinese

After the Second World War, with many discrimi-

residents who fled gradually returned to Dupont Street

natory laws repealed and immigration policies now

and the Chinese labourers hired to clear the land

permitting wives and families to reunite, many up-

went back to work. Although the riot did not succeed

wardly mobile Chinatown citizens migrated to other

in permanently removing Chinese from Vancouver,

parts of the city but Chinatown remained a destination

it reflected an ongoing political movement that used

for socializing and shopping.

anti-Chinese agitation to organize labourers around

Throughout the latter decades in the 20th century,

white supremacy. Despite anti-Chinese discrimination,

new neighbourhoods with concentrations of Chinese

Chinese were indispensable in developing the local

businesses emerged throughout Vancouver, for

economy, and continued to work clearing land as well

instance on Victoria Drive near East 41st Avenue.

Vancouver’s Chinatown in 1928.

as in farming, fishing, logging, and in local canneries.

Vancouver’s Chinatown was no longer the only place

Chung Collection, UBC Library EX-5-18_001

Two decades later, on Sept. 7, 1907, after anti-Asian

to buy Chinese groceries and produce. This trend

riots targeted South Asians labourers in Bellingham,

was furthered in the 1990s as T & T Supermarkets,

Wash., the Asiatic Exclusion League and other anti-

specializing in Asian products, opened in Richmond,

Asian groups organized an anti-Asian gathering at the

Burnaby, and even next to Chinatown, drawing
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Vancouver’s Chinatown along Dupont Street (now Pender Street) was carved out of forested land cleared by Chinese. Today, Chinese Canadians live throughout
Vancouver, with concentrations especially in Richmond. Chinatown is experiencing a new revival. Chung Collection, UBC Library CC-PH-00221
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Today, Vancouver’s Chinatown is a popular destination for tourists and locals alike, known for its unique shops, restaurants,
classical Chinese gardens, historic buildings, and cultural ambience. Photos by David Wong
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F

rom early beginnings as a dishwasher, cook,

Chinese Board of Trade of Vancouver and was a life-

cigar maker, and gold field labourer, Yip Sang

long governor of the Vancouver General Hospital.

became a leading Vancouver business leader

He was also involved in the movement in promoting

after playing an instrumental role in the building of

political reform in China with the establishment of

the Canadian Pacific Railway.

the Vancouver Chapter of the Chinese Empire Reform

Yip was lured from China to San Francisco by
dreams of getting rich from the gold rush. He worked

of education, serving as the principal of a school

as a ranch cook in Montana where he improved his

established by the China Empire Reform Association

English, and then journeyed to the Caribou gold fields

and insisting his own children, including the girls,

hoping to cash in there before arriving in Vancouver

receive strong education.

in 1881 where he sold sacks of coal door to door.
His English-speaking skills changed his luck in
Railway supply company as a bookkeeper, timekeeper,

of whom also had remarkable achievements.
Suzanne Yip Sang, his daughter, was one of the first

dent responsible for Chinese labourers building the

Canadian-born Chinese women to attend university.

line. He also supplied the railroad company with dry

She received her bachelor of science in 1921 and a

goods and produce for the camps.

master’s degree in 1922 from Columbia University,

City of Vancouver Archives CVA 689-129

When the Last Spike was driven at Craigellachie,

but with no ability to work professionally in Canada,

B.C. in 1885, Yip returned to China only to return

she moved to China to be a principal of a girls’ middle

to B.C. three years later to start the Wing Sang

school in Guangzhou and professor of English at Sun

Company, an import and exporting company that

Yat-Sen University in China.

grew to have significant influence. The company,

Kew Ghim Yip, his son, took medical training at

located in the Wing Sang Building at 51-59 Pender St.,

Queen’s University and interned as a doctor in

contracted Chinese labourers, served as an agent for

Ann Arbor, Mich. because of restrictions in British

the Canadian Pacific Steamships Ltd, and imported

Columbia on Asian hospital interns. He later practised

rice and dry goods. Yip also owned cannery plants

medicine in Chinatown at the Chinese Hospital on

in Nanaimo, Nanoose Bay, and the Gulf Islands and

Campbell Street and helped raise money for the Mount

under the name of the Nanaimo Packing Company

St. Joseph Hospital.
His son Quene Yip was a track star and star player
on the Chinese Student Soccer Team that won the

and Japan.
Yip, along with five other prominent merchants—
Shum Moon, Wong Soon King, Lee Kee, Chow Tong,

Mainland Cup in 1933, bringing community pride
to Chinatown.

and Leong Suey—founded the Vancouver branch of

Another son, Kew Dock Yip, in 1945 became the

the Chinese Benevolent Association. By 1909, it had

first Chinese-Canadian lawyer to be called to the bar

a building at 106 East Pender St. and a year later the

in Canada. A community leader in Toronto’s China-

ground and second floors became the Chinese Hospital.

town, he played an advocacy role in the repeal of the

As a community leader, Yip helped establish the
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one of the wealthiest firms in Vancouver’s Chinatown.
Yip had four wives, 19 sons and four daughters, several

he shipped salted herring and chum salmon to China

1845 – 1927

When he died in 1927, the Wing Sang Company was

1882 when the he was hired by a Canadian Pacific
pay-master and eventually, as the Chinese superinten-

Yip Sang

Association. On the social side, he was a champion

Chinese Immigration Act of 1923.
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City of Vancouver Archives CVA 689-54

Yip Sang played a significant role in the building of the Canadian Pacific Railway before becoming a major community leader and
entrepreneur in Vancouver where he started the importing and exporting Wing Sang Company located at 51 Pender St.
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Clan Societies and Community Associations

C

lan societies and community associations sprang up in Chinese Canadian
communities across British Columbia and played a significant role in addressing social, political and the financial needs of community members.

Among the oldest are the Chinese Freemasons, which formed in 1876 in Quesnel
and Victoria. Meanwhile, the Victoria Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association was founded in 1884, and the Chinese Benevolent Association of Vancouver,
followed in 1895 and it is the umbrella organization for over 100 associations and
societies of Chinese origin in the Vancouver Lower Mainland. All of these organizations, including the affiliated Dart Coon clubs, were critical in providing social
welfare to Chinese and advocating against racism.
The Victoria association, which served as the only Chinese consulate in Canada
through to 1908 when one was created in Ottawa, united Chinese Canadians in
British Columbia in their protests against the discriminatory laws passed by
the provincial government of the time.
The early work of the association in Vancouver included food distribution to
unemployed Chinese Canadians in 1913, a plea to review Canada’s immigration
laws in 1924, an appeal to grant Chinese Canadians the right to vote in 1947, and
numerous petitions between 1947 and 1967 to solicit amendments to Canadian
immigration laws to facilitate the reunification of Chinese Canadian families.

BC Archives, D-05246

City of Vancouver Archives CVA 300-106

The social, political and cultural lives of Chinese Canadians were supported through activities of Chinese clan societies and other associations.
The Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association, left photo and located at 554-560 Fisgard St. in Victoria, is the oldest in the province.
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W

on Alexander Cumyow was an important figure in British Columbian
history, emerging as a significant Chinese Canadian community
leader in both Victoria and Vancouver. Notably he was the first

Chinese baby born in British Columbia and the only Chinese Canadian to have
voted in elections both before disenfranchisement and again in 1949.
Won was born 1861 in Port Douglas, B.C. at the head of Harrison Lake, which
during the Fraser Canyon gold rush was the second major settlement on the
Mainland. Working in his father’s store, which had diverse clients, he became a
fluent speaker of English, Hakka, several Chinese dialects and Chinook Jargon,
a pidgin trade language based on Nuu-chah-nulth used by many in the Pacific
Northwest. Later in his life, when he eventually made his way to Vancouver, this
helped him secure work as a court interpreter, a role that paid him significantly
more than most Chinese earned at the time. He added further to his income
by drawing labour contracts between white employers and individual workers,
charging a small commission from each worker’s salary as his fee, and running a
private ‘legal brokerage’ negotiation firm specialized in resolution of immigration,
In the early 1870s, he moved with his family to New Westminster where he
attended high school. Kwong Lee Company recruited him as their manager at
their Yale store where he also contracted labourers for the railroad through the
Fraser Canyon. Soon after he moved to Victoria where he managed the King
Tye Company and became secretary of the newly formed Chinese Consolidated
Benevolent Association, laying the groundwork for leadership roles when he
relocated to Vancouver.
In Vancouver he founded the Chinese Empire Reform Association, made up
of prosperous Chinese merchants in Canada, which advocated for reforms
in China within the framework of a constitutional monarchy rather than by
armed revolution. He became president of the Chinese Benevolent Association,
a powerful group which required mandatory membership for all Chinese and
which played a major social and economic role in their lives through a range of
activities, including representing members in legal disputes and sending the
remains of members who died back to their ancestral homeland in China.

Won Alexander Cumyow fonds, UBC Library BC1848-9

commercial, financial and property matters.

Won Alexander
Cumyow

In 1921, together with midwife and community advocate, Nellie Yip Quong,
Won campaigned to have the Vancouver General Hospital end its practice of
confining to the basement ward so-called undesirables such as Chinese and
other visible minority patients.

1861 – 1955
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Pioneer Chinese Health Care and
the Chinese Hospital in Vancouver

S

imilar to other communities, the Chinese

in 1884, the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Associ-

community had medical needs. Early Chinese

ation of Victoria established a Taipingfang (Peaceful

pioneers often had injuries and illnesses asso-

Room) behind its building where sick, poor, and elder-

ciated with living in the Canadian wilderness, eating

ly Chinese men could find shelter and care. It later

unfamiliar food, and working on big construction

became known as the Chinese Hospital.

projects. Physical injuries and broken bones were

In Yale there was a Chinese physician, Dr. Po On,

common. And the few Chinese doctors were often

who presided over the Chinese hospital treating injuries

called upon to perform complex surgeries and ampu-

and illnesses suffered by miners and railroad workers.

tations to save lives as well as treat common diseases

But when it came to western medicine, inequality

such as dysentery, typhoid, scurvy, and tuberculosis.

was very present, with segregated hospital wards for

In 1859, Ah Kay was the first doctor treating patients in Victoria Chinatown. By 1882, the Victoria BC

eral Hospital, Ward H—also known as the Oriental

Directory listed three Chinese physician and surgeons

Ward—was created in 1907 following race riots fo-

–Dr. Maquedon, Chan Dan Tong, and Mo Choo Tsung.

mented by the Asiatic Exclusion League. The ward had

As clan associations emerged across the province,
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minorities being the norm. At the new Vancouver Gen-

no properly accredited nurses and doctors, nor ones

they often took up the role of addressing social and

who could speak the language. It quickly developed a

health needs in the Chinese community. For example,

notorious reputation for its unsanitary conditions.

By the 1920s, Chinese Canadians sought professions
although they were not allowed to study them in
B.C. Ground-breaking Dr. Victoria Chung, a graduate of Victoria High School, (left, beside Dr. Annie
Wong) was among them. She studied at University
of Toronto’s medical school to become the first
Chinese Canadian doctor. Never to practise in
Canada, she then became a medical missionary
at the Marion Barclay hospital in Jiangmen city.

The Chinese Benevolent Association raised funds to
help with the construction of Mount Saint Joseph
Hospital, which provided improved health care to
Chinese Canadians. Built to serve Chinese patients
denied service at other hospitals, by 1949 Mount St.
Joseph was serving non-Chinese patients as well.

With permission, Liang Xiaoqi and Chen Puqi

Courtesy of Imogene Lim
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a midwife since they were accepted among poorer

a legendary person and vital bridge for better health

immigrant communities.

care for Chinese Canadians in Vancouver.

Yip’s story is unique in its time. She was born Nellie

In 1907, when the Vancouver branch of the Chinese
Benevolent Association was established at 106 East

Towers in Saint John, N.B., and received a private

Pender St., one of its first actions was to create a

education in the eastern United States, near Princeton.

Chinese hospital on the second floor. Yip was hired

When she was 18 and teaching English in New York

by the CBA to be Chinatown’s first public nurse.

City she met and fell in love with Charles Yip Quong

Later she worked closely with the missionary

who was older, a widower and had a seven-year-old

sisters of Mary Immaculate Sisters who were working

son, Frank Yip Quong. Their mixed-marriage was

to improve health and social services in Chinatown

controversial. Nellie’s family and the Catholic Church

and established St. Joseph’s Oriental Hospital, a four-

rejected her. Nor was she welcomed by Charles’ family

bed infirmary on Keefer Street. In 1946, the sisters

with Yip Sang, head of the Yip clan accusing Charles of

established Mount Saint Joseph Hospital to provide

being a playboy and a disgrace to his race for marrying

hospice care for elderly Chinese men who had no

a non-Chinese.

families to care for them, and those with tuberculosis,

The couple lived briefly in New York and Vancouver’s

a common disease in Chinatown.

Chinatowns, before spending a few years in Charles’

Serving as a public health nurse and midwife, Yip

home village in China during the early years of their

delivered more than 500 babies and worked together

marriage. They finally resettled in Vancouver around

with court interpreter Won Alexander Cumyow to help

1904. Determined not to be treated as an outsider,

immigrants dealing with Canadian authorities. They

she embraced her new community, starting by sitting

campaigned to have the Vancouver General Hospital

in on the classroom Yip Sang created on the third floor

end its practice of confining Chinese to the basement

of the Yip Sang Building where he hired the best tutors

ward, which it eventually did in 1921.

to give his large family a proper Chinese education.
Her Chinese language prowess was remarkable―

In an era before contraception, many families often
had more children than they could afford to feed and it

she was fluent in five dialects ―and there are many

was a common practice for another branch of the same

family stories about her rebuking a person who had

family to adopt and bring up one of those children as

made a rude remark in Chinese thinking she could

their own. It was often Yip who served as the adoption

not understand what had been said.

broker. Yip herself adopted a daughter, Eleanor, in

In a community where women and working-class
Chinese were not encouraged to learn English, Yip
took on the respected role of interpreter and became

1882 – 1949

out her lifetime.
In 2008, she was designated as a National Historic
Person by the federal government. In May 25, 2013, the

in particular, Chinese women.

Nellie Yip Quong House at 783 East Pender St. received
a Places That Matter plaque from the Vancouver Herit-

need for those in the Chinese community to receive

age Foundation, in recognition of her unique contribu-

care with a western medical touch and she became

tion to the Chinese community.
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Nellie Yip Quong

addition to caring for scores of foster children through-

an outspoken and fearless advocate for the Chinese,
Being close to the Chinese community, Yip saw the

Courtesy of Starlet Lum
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The Chinese Students Soccer Team

A

t a time of widespread racial discrimination

soccer championship, a milestone that momentarily

which made Chinese Canadians feel like

bridged the gap between Canadians of different racial

outsiders, while an economic depression

backgrounds. According to Dock Yip, “This was the

loomed, the Chinese Students Soccer Team came on

only time we associated with them (whites) as equals,

the Vancouver scene, instilling pride and gaining the

sportsmen and friends.”

respect of the entire city.
Formed in 1920 by the Chinese Athletic Association,

when it defeated the University of British Columbia

the all-Chinese team was a product of exclusionary

varsity soccer team in a hard-fought game to win the

practices that limited their participation on other

1933 Mainland Cup, making it British Columbia’s

teams, but its success and acceptance by the general

best soccer team. All of Chinatown erupted in cel-

population leading up to the war years unintentionally

ebration. With horns blaring, the players rode in an

set the stage for Chinese Canadians to serve with oth-

open car between Granville Street and Chinatown

er Canadians in the Second World War, which in turn

with the cup held aloft. Quene Yip’s wife Victoria

paved the way for Chinese Canadians to once again

remembered, “Somebody phoned the police and said

have full citizenship rights.

there was a riot in Chinatown but it was all the

Initially players were all aged 21 or younger and

Chinese people celebrating.” The next day was de-

were all Canadian-born sons of pioneer Chinatown

clared a holiday in Chinatown with free tea and dim

families, such as Yip, Soon, Won and Louie.

sum available to everyone and for the following year

By 1926, the team had taken the Lower Mainland
2nd Division championship and the Iroquois Cup.
The Vancouver Province wrote “... They play the game

all team players were entitled to free coffee at any
Chinatown café.
By 1936 the team was still going strong, with the

cleanly from start to finish ... They have been one of

Louie clan, including a young Tong Louie, the dom-

the biggest drawing cards in soccer in the city ...”.

inant names on the roster, and it went on to win the

The championship team was led by speedy forward
Quene Yip, one of Yip Sang’s sons, who was described

Spalding Trophy.
When the Second World War erupted, many of the

in the media as the “scintillating star of the Chinese”

team members volunteered to serve, which resulted in

for his tricky footwork, dignity and exceptional sports-

the team’s demise. But the team’s legacy remains as a

manship.

result of the community pride and acceptance it gen-

In 1930, the Chinese squad advanced to the provincial
quarter final, representing the province in the national
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And then in 1933 the team had its defining moment

erated. In 2011, the team would be inducted into the
BC Sports Hall of Fame in the Pioneer category.
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City of Vancouver Archives CVA 689-68

The champion Chinese Students Soccer Team instilled community pride among Chinese Canadians and helped earn overdue respect in the wider community.
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A Changed Nation: The Legacy from the Wars

T

he fight against racism and discrimination

fought in France, were among 300 Chinese Canadians

overlapped with the war years with many

who, despite being denied rights and privileges, vol-

Chinese Canadians in uniform serving

unteered to fight, and in some cases sacrificed their

Canada at the same time as they fought for fairness

lives for Canada in the First World War.
The Chinese Canadian community also supported

in their own country.
In addition to aiding the effort to preserve Canadian freedoms which were threatened during the war,
they fought to make Canada a better place, creating

the Canadian war effort, purchasing over $100,000 of
war bonds.
After the war, voting privileges were extended to

a more just and fair society for future generations for

surviving Japanese Canadian veterans who fought in

the benefit of all Canadians.

the First World War. Despite their contribution to the

In the summer of 1914, Great Britain declared war on

war effort, however, the same was not extended to

Germany and its allies, bringing Canada into the “Great

Chinese Canadians. Indeed, on July 1, 1923, Canada Day,

War.” By 1917, conscription riots embroiled Canada and

soon after the end of the war the Chinese Immigration

many Canadians refused to fight. Twenty-eight-year-

Act was passed, enshrining Chinese exclusion into

old Wee Tan Louie, born in Shuswap, B.C., attempted

Canadian law, sending a powerful and humiliating

to enlist in the Canadian Expeditionary Forces in

message of betrayal to Chinese Canadians that Canada

Kamloops but was rejected because many in British

would not respect the blood sacrifice of their young.
By the time that Canada joined the fighting in the

Columbia believed that if Chinese and those who

Second World War, an older generation was wary. In

“whites” were to serve in the military, their demands

heated discussions that erupted in Chinese commu-

to be treated fairly could not be ignored as easily.

nities, the elders posed the question: Why should the

Not willing to give up, Louie bought a horse and

Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum

were denied the vote and other privileges reserved for

younger Canadian-born generation, already so small

rode for three months through the winter snow over

because of the effects of exclusion, risk their lives for

the Rocky Mountains on the chance that he would

a country that treated them as second-class citizens?

be allowed to enlist in Alberta. He was able to join

They feared losing the next generation of potential

Calgary’s 10th Canadian Infantry Battalion. Sent to

leaders now articulate in two languages. Nevertheless,

France, his unit was involved in heavy fighting where

many Chinese Canadians were eager to enlist and

Louie was wounded, suffering hearing loss. Louie, and

demonstrate their commitment to Canada to prove

his brother Wee Hong Louie, who also enlisted and

that they were worthy of being treated fairly.
The Louie brothers, Wee Hong, above, and Wee Tan both enlisted to
fight with Canadian troops in the First World War. Initially rejected for
service in British Columbia, Wee Tan rode three months through the
winter and over the Rocky Mountains to sign up in Alberta.
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Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum

October 7, 1918
Dear Sister:
I came out of the great battle without a scratch but it was a close shave as
my gas mask and water bottle was shot away. …I had all kinds of fun in the
big drive. I had all the shooting I wanted and believe me those machine
guns and whiz bangs make a person hug the ground sometimes. I think we
got old Fritz going now. It will only be a matter of time before he will give in
but it can’t be too soon for me.
Wee Tan Louie
Somewhere in France

A poignant letter from Wee Tan Louie, above, to his sister when he
was serving in France tells the story of a young, spirited man enduring
direct fire during one of the worst wars in history.
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In December, 1942, John Ko Bong and his friends

In a Chinese community deeply divided
on whether their sons should fight in a
war for a country that didn’t let them
vote, Roy Mah signed up believing their
service would help them return to
full citizenship.

Roy Mah and Robert Lowe wrote a letter to premier
John Hart:
“Dear Premier Hart,
We pledge our loyalty to Canada’s war
effort... a fight to preserve democracy.
… (but it) should mean that we should

Frank Wong recalls that he was able to join in British

have the right to vote.

Columbia because a recruiter mistakenly allowed him

These restrictions are particularly

to sign up.

difficult for Chinese-Canadians… being
born in Canada, we cannot be considered

By the end of 1942, some branches of the armed

as Chinese citizens. Because of our Orien-

forces allowed Chinese Canadians to join. Among the

tal parentage, British Columbia does not

first to accept Chinese into their ranks was the Royal

recognize us as Canadian citizens.

Canadian Air Force (RCAF), initially restricting them

justly to blame if one wonders whether all
the professed ideals we are fighting for are
after all but mere hollow illusions and that
the land for which he is willing to lay down
his life can never be truly called his own?”

The federal government, however, continued its

to ground duty. That changed in October 1942, when

Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum

Under these conditions, can anyone be

the racial requirement that the air crew be white was
dropped. Walter Joe of Vernon had tried twice to enlist
in the RCAF but was rejected both times. After hearing about the rule change he applied a third time and
was accepted. Brothers Albert and Cedric Mah, born
in Prince Rupert, B.C. and both already trained and
licensed pilots, tried to enlist in 1939 but were rejected.
Instead they were offered jobs as civilian instructors
for the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan.

policy of rejecting Chinese Canadian recruits. The
previous premier, Duff Pattullo, had written a letter

and his brother had in the First World War. But if they

Finally they joined the China National Aviation Corpo-

to Prime Minister Mackenzie King advising against

found a province where they were permitted to join,

ration where they transported vital supplies over the

allowing Chinese Canadians into the armed forces.

Chinese Canadians were often treated differently and

Himalayas from India to China. Albert flew over 400

He used the same argument as John Ko Bong, Roy

confusion about the recruitment policy was rampant

missions and Cedric made over 300 dangerous trips

Mah, and Robert Lowe: letting Chinese Canadians

even among recruiters. Wing Wong, who came to

over the “hump.”

serve would undermine justifications for denying

Canada when he was nine and had worked in mis-

them the same rights as other Canadians.

sionary houses before farming in Regina, recalls the

1942 in allowing Chinese Canadians to enlist. William

confusion about the policy of allowing Chinese Cana-

(Willy) Lore, who had desired skills from his work as

American Armed Forces. Others, hearing rumours

dians to fight in the war. Although he received basic

a radio operator with the Department of Transport,

in Chinese Canadian communities that recruiters

training in Saskatchewan, he was told to stay behind

was the first Chinese Canadian to join the Royal Ca-

east of the Rockies were accepting Chinese, travelled

when the troops were dispatched to Europe. There was

nadian Navy, being invited by Vice-Admiral Percy F.

to other provinces to volunteer, just as Wee Tan Louie

also confusion in British Columbia about the rules;

Nelles, Chief of Naval Staff. Lore was assigned to the

Faced with rejection, some Chinese joined the
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The Royal Canadian Navy followed the RCAF in
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Despite being trained pilots, the Mah
brothers never served with the RCAF.

War conservatively 700 to 800 Chinese Canadians had
Photos courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum

served for Canada and in many ways, Chinese Canadians served not for the Canada in which they lived, a
society which considered and treated them as inferior,
but to create a better and more just society for themselves and future generations. Many died for that cause
including Quan Louie, son of prominent Chinese
Canadian businessman H. Y. Louie. An accomplished
student and a star athlete at the University of British
Columbia, he enlisted in the Royal Canadian Air Force
in November 1942 and was precisely the kind of future
Albert Mah

leader whom, from the perspective of older generations,

Cedric Mah

the Chinese Canadian community could ill afford to
lose. Louie died on a bombing mission over Germany
in January 1945 when his plane was shot down.

Intelligence Centre in Naval Service Headquarters in

and rejecting Chinese Canadians from volunteering to

Ottawa and eventually rose to the rank of Lieutenant

now conscripting them without choice. A debate at the

As with all of those who made the ultimate sacrifice

Commander. On Aug. 30, 1945, he became the first

Chinese United Church at Pender and Dunlevy streets

in the service of their country, we will never know what

British Officer to set foot on liberated Hong Kong

occurred, where some argued that Chinese Canadians

Louie would have accomplished and what contributions

soil and accept the surrender of Japanese forces. The

should pressure the government to offer full citizen-

he might have made if he had lived. The tight-knit

following day, he led a naval team who liberated the

ship before participating in conscription. Others, such

Chinese Canadian community of Vancouver never forgot

Sham Shiu Po prisoner of war camp that housed about

as Roy Mah, believed that it was better to serve first

the loss of those like Louie who died for a country that,

400 prisoners, many of them Canadians.

to prove to the government that Chinese Canadians

arguably at that time, might not have fully deserved

were loyal and deserved equal treatment. At the heart

their sacrifice. While just a few examples of the Chinese

cided to extend conscription to Chinese Canadians,

of the discussion was whether it was worth dying for a

Canadian stories of service men and women are shared

causing considerable division within the community

country that treated them so poorly.

here, more inspirational stories can be found on the

By September 1944, the federal government de-

on how to respond to this reversal from discouraging

Estimates vary but by the end of the Second World
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As the Japanese advanced to Hong Kong, Chong
witnessed the execution of a wounded Canadian
soldier on the street below. He decided there and then
instead to work as a spy and courier and he also helped
rescue downed Allied pilots, some of whom were Americans, as well as escaping Allied POWs and citizens.
Once when captured Chong and his companion
were asked if they wanted to be shot or have their heads
chopped off. There was no doubt what they preferred.
They were given shovels to dig a grave, but the ground
Courtesy of Francis Lee

was so hard that progress was too slow for their executioners. One soldier pulled out his sword and made
them kneel down near the grave.
As a petrified Chong waited for the dreaded moment, his companion suddenly shouted in Japanese

Canadian-born Bill Chong served as Agent 50
with the British Army Aid Group.

urging the soldiers to fetch a note from his vest pocket.
The soldiers read it, untied them and walked away.

Courtesy of Frank Wong, The Memory Project, Historica Canada

to fight as a guerrilla in free China, but was recruited

Against his mother’s wishes, Frank Wong volunteered for
the army and he served in France, witnessing some of the
war’s deadliest battlefields.

After the war, Chong worked for the British barracks
in Hong Kong as a photographer, gathering intelligence.

William (Bill) Gun Chong

Like his father, Chong was an entrepreneur, own-

Bill Chong volunteered for some of the most dangerous

ing a transportation company and then two popular

Frank Wong was born in Vancouver and spent his early

work in the war and was captured three times, includ-

restaurants before returning to Canada where his

life, mostly marked by poverty, in a small fishing village

ing an occasion where he was given a shovel to start

children went to university in an era when they would

of Alert Bay on Cormorant Island near the northern tip

digging his own grave.

be granted citizenship and could pursue professions.

of Vancouver Island.

But as Agent 50, recruited in China by Australian

In the 1970s, Chong moved to Duncan and taught

Both he and his younger brother Bing volunteered

Colonel Lindsay Ride for the British Army Aid Group,

Chinese cooking at Malaspina College, a skill he

for the army, despite their mother’s objection to their

there was no record of Chong’s military service in

honed as a restaurateur in Hong Kong. In the 1980s,

serving a country that treated Chinese so badly.

Canada and some doubted he should be considered

he purchased a property in Chemainus, rented one

Following a year of training in Vernon, B.C. and

a veteran.

side out as a bookstore, and on the other side ran a

then in Kingston, Ont., Wong signed up for the over-

take-out restaurant.

seas draft with the Royal Canadian Ordinance Corps.

Chong was born and educated in Vancouver while
his father Cheng Yuen Chong, who migrated to
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Frank Wong

And his military service was finally recognized. Sir

Within weeks, Wong boarded the Queen Elizabeth, a

Vancouver in the 1800s and later became a successful

Lindsay Ride, who later became the vice-chancellor of

troopship bound for Europe. It would be a four-day

merchant, had returned to his home village in retire-

the University of Hong Kong, arranged for Chong to be

journey to Scotland where he was posted to the 1st

ment. In 1941, Chong was summoned to Southern

awarded a British Empire Medal. Colonel Howe Lee,

Canadian Army Troop Workshop at Chatham, Surrey,

China to look after his father’s estate, a trip that

founder of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum,

England. After about 18 months, the troops prepared

would influence his war participation.

declared him a “captain” posthumously.

for orders to move onto the continent. The Normandy
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Service on the Home Front

Invasion at Juno Beach would later be known as D-Day.
Wong was assigned to a unit that would help clear

Chinese Canadian community leaders such as Charlie

the coastline of France. They crossed the Seine River

In addition to young men who volunteered to join the

Poy, Tim Louie, Charles Chan Kent, and Seto More

into Belgium. Shortly afterwards, they pushed on

military, Chinese Canadian communities mobilized

were able to exceed that goal and raise over $180,000.

to Arnhem and Nijmegen, Holland, and then finally

during wartime to support Canada’s fight against its

Over 1,500 Chinese Canadians in British Columbia

crossed the Rhine River into Germany. He remem-

enemies. After Canada entered the war against

found war-related work in the shipyards. Extra shifts

bered the scene vividly:

Germany in 1939, the Chinese Canadian community

were added in canneries and farms to produce more

responded by subscribing to $200,000 worth of war

food to feed the soldiers and over 100 Chinese Cana-

bonds, more per capita than the rest of Vancouver.

dian men and women participated as air raid patrol

“The rotting smell of death was everywhere.

One of Canada’s wartime enemies, Japan, had invad-

I remember the city of Caen. The smell was

wardens to help defend Vancouver and Chinatown.

so horrible, and there were so many dead

ed China, and Chinese Canadians rallied to defend their

And in smaller centres, people like Eddie Wong of

people. I remember vomiting—you know,

relatives and their homeland against a common foe.

Alert Bay supported the war effort through the Pacific
Coast Militia Rangers.

throwing up—it would be the only time in

The One Bowl of Rice campaign in 1939 organized

my life I vomited. It was awful. We stayed

by the Consolidated Chinese Benevolent Association

four weeks in Germany then went back to

and the Chinese Youth Association raised $25,000

military, Chinese Canadian women nevertheless vol-

Holland until the end of the war.

for refugees in war-torn China fleeing the invading

unteered for the Canadian Women’s Army Corps and

Japanese forces. A Chinese War Relief Fund had a

other organizations such as the St. John’s Ambulance

provincial campaign goal of $100,000 but by 1943 local

Corps that helped support the war effort.

We were happy when the war was over.
But the carnage continued.

Although women were not allowed to fight in the

I recall one of my unit buddies walking
over to a dead enemy soldier to pick up a
souvenir. He stepped on a land mine—and
was blown to bits. So deaths continued
after the end of the war.”
Wong returned to Vancouver and began a career at
Transport Canada and later became a founder of the
Chinese Canadian Military Museum in Vancouver.
Medal in 2012 and passed away the following year.

Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum

He was presented with the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee

At home, Chinese Canadians helped with
the war effort by buying bonds and other
fundraising efforts like the One Bowl of Rice
campaign organized by youth including
Gordon Quan, left, who went on to become
a Second World War veteran, and Andy Wong
who served in the U.S. and Canadian Merchant
Marines during the war.
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Mary Ko Bong
Mary Ko Bong joined the Canadian Women’s Army
Corps in Victoria shortly after its creation in 1942. She
served as an instrument mechanic, handling optics
for binoculars and compasses, and learned a number
chine so she could make missing parts such as screws
for the instruments. Ko Bong trained for six months at
Hamilton and Barrie Field, Ont., and was one of only
seven in a class of 30 women to successfully complete
her course. She was one of approximately a half dozen
Chinese Canadian women to have served in uniform.
Ko Bong went on to become a watchmaker in
England and in Canada and passed away at the age
of 93.

Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum

of skills, including the use and operation of a lathe ma-

When she wasn’t serving as an army instrument mechanic
making optical equipment like binoculars and compasses,
Mary Ko Bong used her classical singing and dancing skills
to entertain others in the service.

Peggy Lee
Peggy Lee was the youngest person to have joined the

Although the Chinese Canadian women who served

St John’s Ambulance Corps, an all-women’s volunteer

in the St. John’s Ambulance Corps and the Canadian

service brigade. Lee received first aid training, includ-

Women’s Army Corp were never sent overseas, they

ing delivering babies, and how to be a stretcher-bearer.

showed everyone that Chinese Canadian communities

Waking up at 5 a.m. for drilling at Vancouver’s Sea-

were proud and ready to serve Canada in wartime,

forth Armory, the women of the St. John’s Ambulance

helping boost morale and supporting the broader

Corp were trained in air raid and blackout simulations,

war effort.

Courtesy of Peggy Lee, The Memory Project, Historica Canada

and how to fire fight. Lee recalls:
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“We were the St John’s Ambulance Corps.
We were all women. All Oriental women.
All Chinese women. We were unique!”

Peggy Lee left her home in Prince Rupert to become among
the scores of Canadians who helped the war effort on the
home front, joining the St. John's Ambulance Corps.
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Covert Operations: Force 136
Almost half a century after the end of the Second

Special Operations Executive (SOE), ironically, saw

site, Commando Bay was where an all-volunteer force

World War and never before discussed in public, the

a potentially valuable role for the same reason. They

of Chinese Canadian commandos was trained in small

story of a secret operation emerged. Chinese Canadi-

came to Canada in 1944 to recruit Chinese Canadians

arms, explosives, and sabotage operations.

an soldiers who took part in Operation Oblivion, as it

for secret missions behind Japanese enemy lines,

had been codenamed, never even told their own family

believing that those of Chinese ethnicity could blend

the military, including John Ko Bong and Roy Mah,

members about the dangerous commando missions.

into the background.

who had earlier written the letter to the premier of

Although the Canadian government had been

In May 1944, a secret training camp for Force 136 was

Many of the recruits had already volunteered for

British Columbia arguing for allowing Chinese Cana-

reluctant to allow Chinese Canadians to serve in the

set up in the Okanagan Valley 10 miles north of Pent-

dians to join the fighting. Mah, who had joined the

military, because of their ethnicity the British Army’s

icton. Now recognized as a provincial historic heritage

Canadian Army reserves in 1942, already had prior
military training. He was given the rank of sergeant
and led the first contingent of 109 men in Force 136
sent overseas across the Pacific. Gordon Quan, who
like Mah had already received basic military training,
became a demolition expert and was trained to engage
in sabotage and guerrilla warfare behind enemy lines,
blowing up bridges, rail lines, and Japanese ammunition and fuel depots in Burma.
With the war ending, many of the over 100 men who
had volunteered for Force 136 were spared from being
dropped behind enemy lines. Each had been ready,
however, to undertake what many considered a “suicide

Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum, Photo by Hank Wong

mission.” They had all been issued a cyanide capsule
for use in case of capture, since they would have been
considered spies and executed by the Japanese.
Those who were dropped behind enemy lines
fought bravely.
Decades later, as a story of bravery and heroism
associated with Operation Oblivion was finally told,
many of the men who took part, including Roy Chan,
Eddie Chow, Douglas Jung, Louey King, Tom Locke,
Norman Low, Roy Mah, James Shiu, and Wing Wong
were belatedly honoured.
Four of the commandos who received training at
Because the chances of survival was estimated to be 50-50, the assignment for Chinese Canadians who trained
in the interior at what is now called Commando Bay was called Operation Oblivion. The mission was so secret,
the men could not speak about it publicly or to their families. Only years later was their service recognized.
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Commando Bay—Norman Low, Louey King, James
Shiu and Roy Chan—received the British Military
Medal for their actions in the South Pacific.
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Courtesy of Gordon Quan, The Memory Project, Historica Canada

Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum

There was never any question in John Ko Bong’s mind about
volunteering to serve Canada in the war. Because he could
speak Chinese, his assignment was one of the most dangerous.

Gordon Quan, photographed at London’s Mall,
served as a demolition expert in India and Burma.

John Ko Bong

Gordon Quan

Four out of 10 Ko Bong children served for the

in May 1944. They travelled by boat to establish a

Before the Canadian Armed Forces permitted non-

Canadian Armed Forces. John Ko Bong, the fourth

training camp approximately 15 kilometres north at

white recruits, 15-year-old Gordon Quan was helping

son, enlisted with the Canadian Scottish Regiment

Dunrobin’s Bay on Okanagan Lake. The camp was

with Victoria’s fundraising and relief efforts for China.

in Victoria shortly after the surprise strike on Pearl

supposed to be secret, but locals soon renamed the

Harbor and did his basic training in Vernon, B.C.

place Commando Bay, a name it carries to this day.

before volunteering for a dangerous assignment as
a saboteur behind enemy lines.
The British secret commando group known as

Operation Oblivion had been undertaken without

its policy and Quan enlisted to serve. He went for his
basic training at Maple Creek, Sask. before being

any support or recognition from the government. As

deployed to England for further training and seeing

a result, long after the victory parades and heroes’

firsthand the German bombing on European cities.

the Special Operations Executive (SOE) placed agents

welcome, the men of Operation Oblivion would return

in occupied Europe where they performed acts of

almost nine months later to little or no fanfare.

sabotage to disrupt enemy activities. When the SOE

By the time he turned 18, the military had changed

After the war, Ko Bong opened a sporting goods

Assigned to Force 136 in India and Burma, he became one of a small team of demolition experts who
engaged in behind-enemy lines sabotage, blowing up

wanted to do similar activities in Japanese-occupied

store, G.B. Simon Sporting Goods, on Main Street in

Asia, it turned to its small number of loyal Chinese

Vancouver, next to his father’s watch repair shop,

Canadian soldiers whose heritage enabled them to be

G.B. Simon Jewellers. The stores were located on the

to the Canadian Army, from which he was honourably

easily dropped behind enemy lines and blend in with

east side of 500 block Main Street between Keefer

discharged in 1946. Following his service Quan’s veteran

the local ethnic Chinese populations.

and Pender streets in Chinatown On June 17, 2008

status and mechanical skills enabled him to secure a job

Called Operation Oblivion in recognition of the

Ko Bong passed away at the age of 95 and close to

with the City of Victoria streets department.

mission’s suicidal gravity, the first group of 13 recruits

three years later his sister, Mary Ko Bong passed

including Ko Bong arrived by train at Penticton, B.C.,

away at 93.

bridges, rail lines, ammunition, and fuel depots.
After the war, Quan returned to England for transfer

Quan is a life member of the Royal Canadian
Legion Brittania Branch #7 and a member of the
Victoria Chinese-Canadian Veterans’ Association.
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Victor Wong
In the weeks and months leading up to Victor Wong

Chinese of military age in British Columbia would join

“…then they dropped the atomic bomb,

enlisting in the Canadian army, Chinese communities

the Canadian Forces, with Wong being one of them.

(and) ended the war. We were lucky that

in towns and cities throughout the province held town

He went on to become a member of an exclusive group

way. The British army gave us cyanide pills

hall meetings at their association halls and churches.

of soldiers of Chinese heritage who could blend into

in case we were captured. The Canadians

At the meetings, the thought that was often debated

Southeast Asia and organize guerrilla warfare.

(had) loaned us to the British, under the

by elders:
“They said: ‘You guys want to serve Canada. Why

In 1945 Wong’s ship left Halifax, headed toward

command of Lord Mountbatten.”

England, and landed in Liverpool. The group of over
The soldiers returned to Canada during Christmas

should you go when you’re not even citizens? You

100 young Chinese Canadian recruits would see their

shouldn’t join and fight for a country that denies

ship leave Liverpool and pass Spain by the Rock of

of 1945 and remained in the army until 1946. Some

you citizenship.’”

Gibraltar, go down the Red Sea toward the Indian

like Wong, planted trees in Nanaimo during this time.

Ocean to Bombay. From there some took a bus to Poo-

Wong was honourably discharged on May 2, 1946 and

portunity to later demand a franchise. After heated

na where they trained in different aspects of guerrilla

later entered a career in real estate.

discussions, there was an almost unanimous support

warfare. Wong’s group was to parachute into friendly

by the community to serve Canada. Eventually, 600

areas of Burma to organize guerrilla operations.

Photo by David Wong

Courtesy of Victor Wong, The Memory Project, Historica Canada

Other people in the community saw it as an op-

Victor Wong, Fred Yip and Dake Yip in Poona, India, 1944.

Gordon Quan, left, and Victor Wong remained lifetime friends after enlisting in the Canadian army.
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Legacies of Struggle
For many Chinese Canadian veterans, the fight against

was elected the first Chinese Canadian member of

Canada is now being remembered by the Chinese

racism and discrimination at home overlapped with

Parliament in the riding of Vancouver Centre. Assign-

Canadian Military Museum Society, established in

their military service. Victor Wong later described the

ed to the United Nations, Jung represented Canada

1998. As Chinese Canadian veterans of the Second

pride he had felt when he walked around Vancouver

internationally, a role which would have been unimag-

World War pass away, their stories are being told by

dressed in his military uniform. The feeling of being

inable two decades earlier.

younger generations, many of them veterans them-

treated with respect, unfortunately, was still rare for

Some battles for fair treatment took longer to win

selves. Men such as Army Col. Howe Lee, the founder

than others. When 70 Chinese Canadian veterans

of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum Society and

applied for membership to the Royal Canadian Legion,

its first president, along with George Ing, Kelly Kwong,

“When you’re in uniform in Canada at that

their request for a branch was rejected. They formed

Wesley Lowe, and King Wan are making sure that

time, I noticed people look up to you. Inside

their own branch of Army, Navy and Air Force Veterans

the story of the bravery and sacrifice of the Chinese

the army, there was no discrimination. I

Association in Canada, Pacific Unit No. 280.

Canadian men and women who have served Canada,

Chinese Canadians at that time:

The story of the role that Chinese Canadian vet-

never felt any. We were all buddies.”

erans played in the struggle for a better, more just

even when the country did not want their service, will
never be forgotten.

As Chinese Canadian veterans returned from their
service, the struggle for equality was still on-going.
Gordon Quan recalls:
“After the war, systemic racial discrimination was still in place in Canada. The
Chinese and other visible minorities could
not work for any civic public works nor
provincial governments.”
As many in the federal and British Columbia
governments had feared, Chinese Canadian veterans
took up the call for enfranchisement after returning
home. Along with Chinese Canadian veterans of the
First World War, they became a key part of the lobby
to repeal the Chinese Immigration (Exclusion) Act of
1923. Their military service and the sacrifice of those
Chinese Canadians who had been killed in action
Courtesy of David Wong

could no longer be ignored. On May 14, 1947, Chinese
exclusion was finally repealed by the Parliament of
Canada, and after more than 70 years, Chinese Canadians regained the vote.
In 1957, Douglas Jung, a member of Force 136 who
had used his veteran’s benefits to go to law school,
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From left to right, RCN Commander King Wan, RCA Col. Howe Lee and RCAF LCol. George Ing are working
to preserve the stories of Chinese Canadian veterans through the Chinese Canadian Military Museum.
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Courtesy of the Chinese Canadian Military Museum
Courtesy of ANAVETS Pacific Unit 280 Photo by Steve Ko

The number of surviving Chinese Canadian veterans (sitting beside the red
jacketed Tuskegee Airmen of the United States) who served in the Second
World War, pictured at a Remembrance Day ceremony in Vancouver’s
Chinatown, is diminishing, but the human rights and social justice changes ignited in Canada in large part because of their patriotism are a lasting
legacy that goes beyond the battle fields.
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Ch a p t er 3

Growth and Transformation

L

ike many young Canadians catapulted into maturity

Canada’s recognition of the importance of population

as a result of their service in the Second World War,

growth for this vast country in the post-Second World War

the nation too matured. At the close of the war, Can-

era, and its dire need for newcomers with job-ready skills and

ada emerged as a middle power and took on a more active

expertise, led to an unprecedented welcoming era in which

role on the global stage. Accordingly, it adopted policies and

immigration officials actively recruited immigrants. The

legislation fitting of a modern democratic state. This seismic

watershed year 1967 marked the removal of all forms of race-

shift could be felt within the Chinese Canadian community.

based discrimination from the immigration system, and the

Having demonstrated their loyalty to Canada during the

introduction of a points system resulting in well-educated

First World War and Second World War, veterans of Chinese

skilled workers and experts immigrating to Canada. Many

descent regained the franchise that was unfairly taken from

of those happened to be ethnic Chinese residing in Hong

their ancestors starting in 1872 in British Columbia. Their

Kong and other Asian countries in search of either greener

successful demand for full citizenship also benefited other

pastures or political havens. Their arrival significantly grew

minorities who were previously denied Canadian citizenship

Chinese Canadian communities and amplified their impact

and opportunities that included pursuing professional careers

on society, especially in British Columbia.

in medicine, pharmacy, law, engineering or accounting.
Outspoken and articulate local-born Chinese Canadian

Photo by Harris Hui

A mural of the Wah Chong
family outside their laundry
business in Vancouver pinpoints participation in the
business community back to
1884. Painted by Arthur Cheng,
it marks 125 years of Chinese
Canadian history.

It proved to be a potent period for Chinese communities,
now larger and more diverse as a result of new migratory

youths and community activists, such as Wong Foon Sien

patterns, while second and third generation Chinese Cana-

(also known simply as Foon Sien) of the Chinese Benevolent

dians often still felt the rebuke of hidden and not so hidden

Association (CBA) tenaciously lobbied politicians to remove

discrimination. The forces of change worked in many direc-

racially discriminatory acts and regulations, resulting in the

tions. Educated Chinese Canadians pushed down profession-

abolition of the Chinese Immigration Act (commonly called

al barriers, serving as powerful role models to subsequent

the Chinese Exclusion Act) in 1947, and the introduction

generations. Others exacted change on society by becoming

of the 1952 Immigration Act and other measures in the

effective social advocates, putting Canadian institutions

following years to enable long-separated Chinese families to

on notice that society had to be fair and just for all. Others,

be united in Canada. The subsequent arrival of an increas-

feeling the force of change exacting a toll on their heritage

ing number of Chinese women and children in the 1950s

and identity, turned their attention to finding strength from

and 1960s dramatically addressed the gender imbalance in

preserving bonds with past traditions. Meanwhile, later

so-called “Chinese bachelor societies” across B.C. and the

generation of Chinese Canadians were finding their original

country, making it possible for the Chinese Canadian com-

voice in a society that defined multiculturalism as an idea

munities to renew and consolidate.

where there was room to be both Canadian and Chinese.
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In 1951, Harvey Lowe became the first Chinese Canadian
radio announcer with his program Call of China.

Photo by David Wong

Public Archives of Canada PAC 112783
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Lines that Came in a Dream:
Derived from Li Shangyin's Poems (1971)
a dreamy drizzle drifts
by the eaves all spring
the faithful spirit clings
to the twilit clouds year after year
the west pond was full
and cool with dew last night
alone I went along with the moon
to watch the water lilies
Florence Yeh

Photo by Bruce Zainger

Courtesy of Simon Chang

Published with permission of Professor Chia-Ying Yeh, Tommy W.K. Tao and Yim Tse
for use of materials from 'Ode to the Lotus' published by S.U.C.C.E.S.S., 2007

Chan Hon Goh and her son Aveary with artists of the ballet for her final curtain call for Giselle.
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Breaking Barriers

L

aws may have changed, but full acceptance around participation in society
still had to be won for visible minorities including Chinese Canadians.
While no list can include all the individuals who used their capabilities

and perseverance to take ground-breaking leaps into professional and leadership
roles, it is inspiring to consider a handful of inspirational examples of those who
became ‘first’ in a few professions, and others who worked in equal partnership
alongside other innovative researchers to cement Chinese Canadians as among
the thought leaders in society.
In the worlds of sport and entertainment, a handful of Chinese Canadians,
because of their exceptional talents, forced a quiet recognition that they were
equally deserving of celebrity.
And in the health sector, traditional Chinese medicine (TCM) is now regarded
as an accepted complementary form of treatment for British Columbians. TCM
has been designated a health profession under the Health Professions Act since
2000. In 2014, Kwantlan Polytechnic University was named as the province’s first
public school of TCM, complementing the private accredited schools already

Photos courtesy of Beverly Nann, Chad Soon and Gordy Mark

operating within the province.

Chinese Canadians like Beverly Nann, Larry Kwong, and Andrew Joe proved that Canadian society was made
better for their contributions in all fields whether that be culture, sports, or social justice.
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F

rom the time he listened to police officers speaking at school assemblies,
Jim Chu knew what he wanted to be when he grew up.
The eldest of four children, Chu was the son of Shanghai immigrants

who fled from China to Hong Kong and then were admitted to Canada in 1962 as
one of 100 refugees. His family landed in Calgary and it helped that Chu’s father
spoke English and had previously served as an interpreter for the United States
Army for the Flying Tigers.
After two years in Calgary, the family moved to Vancouver where Chu completed his education which included police academy training, a bachelor of
business administration from Simon Fraser University, followed by a master
in business administration from the University of British Columbia.
Chu is very much inspired by Douglas Jung, a Chinese Canadian war veteran,
lawyer, and Member of Parliament who broke ground for Chinese Canadians to
enter into mainstream civic roles.
“When I joined the VPD, there weren’t many officers from the
Chinese Canadian community. But now, there are many more
people from various backgrounds in the force. Competent and
hard-working people from our many multicultural communities.”
On June 21, 2007, Chu was named as chief constable in Vancouver, the first
the Order of Merit of Police Forces in May 2007 for service beyond the call of
duty. After almost nine years in the top job at the VPD, Chu officially retired on
May 6, 2015.

Photo by David Wong

non-white person to assume this command. The Governor General awarded Chu

He has advice for newcomers to British Columbia and Canada:
“We can keep our roots, but embrace Canada, learn about Canada
and celebrate stuff that makes Canada great … like hockey. The

Jim Chu

things I enjoy most about B.C. are the natural beauty and the
people. We’re naturally friendly, with respect for one another.”

Chapter 3
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D

r. Madeline Chung helped erode both race and gender barriers. Not only
was she the first registered female obstetrician and gynecologist, she
and her husband Dr. Wallace Chung were among the first generation

of Chinese Canadians to practise as professionals in the wider B.C. society.
Completing high school in China during the Second World War, Chung was
forced to move from one Chinese city to the next, often fleeing just one day ahead
of the Japanese Army.
She went on to graduate from medical school just as the war ended, among
a talented generation of path-breaking female doctors trained in China. Able to
obtain an internship in a Montreal hospital, she met her future husband Wallace
there in 1949. Moving to Vancouver with him after they were married, she set up
a solo practice in 1956 as an obstetrician and gynecologist, renting a small office
at Main and Broadway.
But it was no simple task getting started, despite her training. Her husband

Photo by Chiho Yeung

was making $25 a month as a hospital intern. When they met with a bank manager to seek a loan for furniture, he asked if they had any collateral. When they
said ‘no’, he reciprocated in the same manner, suggesting that when the doctor
became pregnant, she would have no income and therefore might default on
her loan.

Dr. Madeline Chung
(née Huang)

Initially, Chung had few patients. Chinese Canadian communities were just
beginning to evolve from largely male, as Chinese men in Canada applied for their
long-separated wives and children to join them under the Family Reunification
Program. As well, a rush of bachelors, young and old, hurried to the old country,
seeking brides. Sure enough, Chung’s practice grew exponentially as new brides
started to bear children. Not only were her medical services in demand, but for a
long time she was the only obstetrician/gynecologist in the province who could
communicate with her patients in Chinese dialects.
Over her 40-year practice, Chung delivered 6,532 babies. These “Chung babies”,
as they are sometimes called, are a legacy of her path-breaking work.
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W

hen Dr. Wallace Chung started his internship at Vancouver General
Hospital (VGH), there were only seven doctors of Chinese descent
in Vancouver. As an innovative surgeon, Chung quickly earned re-

spect and eventually became Head of the Department of Surgery at the University
of British Columbia (UBC). He established vascular surgery as a specialty at VGH
and developed many new surgical techniques during his career.
But it was his hobby as an amateur historian and collector where he made his
most unique contribution to the province. The seeds for this interest were sown
from a poster that hung in his father’s tailor shop in Victoria depicting the
Empress of Asia, a stately steamship that brought his mother to Canada. His
interest in anything to do with the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) Company
expanded to the history of British Columbia, and he collected everything from
CPR tea sets, train schedules, lunch menus, and dinnerware to rare books and
weekends browsing in antique shops, flea markets, estate liquidations and
garage sales. When he travelled to medical conferences, he extended his hunting
grounds to other provinces and countries.
When the Wing Sang Building in Vancouver’s Chinatown was to be renovated,

Photo by Chiho Yeung

historical documents on early B.C. history and Chinese immigration. He spent

one of Yip Sang’s grandchildren offered Chung the chance to see if there was anything he wanted. He found seven-plus cartons of historical documents, including
the CPR-trans-Pacific ticket stubs from 1914 to 1940.
Decades later, when he donated his collection to the UBC Library, it contained
over 2,500 rare and unique items including documents, books, maps, posters,

Dr. Wallace B. Chung

paintings, photographs, silver, glass, ceramics and other artifacts pertaining to
early British Columbia history, immigration and settlement. One of the most
amazing pieces in the collection is the builder’s model of the Empress of Asia
steamship, rescued from a Toronto basement and which Dr. Chung took years
to painstakingly restore using some of the same surgical skills he used at work.
Because of Dr. Chung’s dedication, his collection has become one of the most
exceptional and extensive collection on Chinese Canadian history in the world.
Chung is invested in both the Order of Canada and the Order of British Columbia.
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D

r. Chit Chan Gunn has improved the quality of life of thousands of
people suffering from chronic pain through the development of a
revolutionary treatment process that fuses Traditional Chinese Medicine

(TCM) with western medicine.
Since developing the process called Intermuscular Stimulation (IMS), and
founding the non-profit Institute for Study and Treatment of Pain (iSTOP) in
1995, Gunn has shared his innovative approach to pain management with
thousands of professionals around the world. To date, iSTOP has trained over
1,270 physicians and physiotherapists from all over the world. There are also
more than 2,000 IMS practitioners in Korea, Brazil, Norway and Israel.
Slowly, the medical and scientific communities have begun to recognize the

Courtesy of UBC, photo by Martin Dee

ground-breaking work of Gunn, who began his focused interest on treating
chronic pain in 1967 when he left his medical practice in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
to take a clinical physician’s position at the Workers’ Compensation Board (WCB)
in Vancouver.
There he became puzzled by the countless patients who complained of pain
without any physical signs. From meticulous clinical observation and rigorous
physical examination, he discovered tender points which followed segmental
nerve distributions. In the late 1970s, he began to use Electromyography (EMG )

Dr. Chit Chan Gunn

tests to produce a graphic record of electric currents in muscle contractions. As
well, he wanted to learn more about acupuncture, even though he was skeptical
of TCM because as a child he almost died of diphtheria, which was undetected by
the TCM doctors looking after him.
One night when he was going through some old books in the library, he came
across an obscure monograph on Cannon’s Law. Everything became clear in
his mind. Based on Cannon’s theory about super-sensitivity in malfunctioning
nerves, and employing the technique of dry needling which he borrowed from
Chinese acupuncture, Gunn made a major breakthrough in the understanding
and treatment of chronic pain.
In 1980, he left WCB to start his own clinic, and continued documenting and
fine-tuning his new technique that integrated ancient TCM knowledge with the
scientific and theoretical work on neuropathy from the West.
Being a Buddhist, Gunn offers his life’s work to the world without patenting
IMS, and has donated millions to the University of British Columbia to build a new
Sports Medicine Centre where the teaching and research on IMS will continue.
He is invested in both the Order of Canada and the Order of British Columbia.
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A

t one point banned from practising dentistry in his own country
because he was Chinese, So Wah Leung went on to lead and build the
province’s leading dental institution, the University of British Colum-

bia’s Faculty of Dentistry.
Leung graduated from McGill University in 1943 with a gold medal for highest
standing, but left for the U.S. to pursue his career as Canada still banned Chinese
from becoming citizens, a requirement to practice many professions. For nearly
two decades he was a top award-winning professor and leading U.S. dental
researcher, attributes he brought with him in 1962 when he was named the dean
America — and oversaw the construction of the new dental building and recruited
top faculty.
Today the university has both an endowment and scholarship named in honour
of his achievements.
At age 8, Leung came to Canada, along with his mother and brother, and at
a time when Chinese were still excluded by legislation from being citizens. His
father was a minister and Leung was raised in household where hard work, generosity, and honesty were guiding life principles.

Photo courtesy of UBC Faculty of Dentistry

— the first Chinese in Canada to claim the title and the first dental dean in North

In addition to his acclaimed achievements at UBC, Leung was among a group
of committed Chinese Canadian Vancouverites who championed racial harmony

Bill

and fostered fierce pride in celebrating Chinese culture. A well-respected member
of the community with proven ability to lead big projects and raise funds, Leung

Yee

Dr. So Wah Leung

served as the chairperson of the Chinese Cultural Centre of Greater Vancouver
from 1975 to 1983, a seminal time for the organization as it was building its influence and cohesion across the Chinese Community.

So Wah

Leung

Leung was also a leading force in the groups that launched the first dragon
boat races in Vancouver, built the Dr. Sun Yat-Sen Classical Chinese Garden, and

Jim

fostered sister city twinning between Guangzhou and Vancouver resulting in the
Chinese government naming him as an Honourary Citizen of Guangzhou.

Wong-Chu

1918 – 1989

His wife, Sophia M.R. Leung, also has a ‘first’ to her credit, becoming the first
female Asian Member of Parliament when elected in 1997 and re-elected in 2000.

Don

Numerous dental, community, and national awards and honours have been

Yuen

conferred on Leung, including the fellowship of the American College of Dentists,
the International College of Dentists and the American Association for the Advancement of Sciences, Government of Canada’s Centennial Medal for services
to the country, and the Order of Canada for his commitment to culture and
humanity exchange between Canada and China.
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V

ictor Ling is an iconic figure in the field of cancer research, having made
discoveries in the field of molecular biology that have improved the lives
of thousands of cancer patients. His 1976 ground-breaking discovery of

P-glycoprotein, the first molecule identified to be responsible for drug resistance,
was only the beginning of a lifetime of scientific achievements. He has been
recognized by the scientific and academic communities with numerous awards
and honourary degrees, as well as the highest honours from both federal and
provincial governments.
While fulfilling his duties as a professor at University of British Columbia
(UBC) and as Distinguished Scientist at the BC Cancer Agency, Ling also provides
leadership to the Terry Fox Research Institute (TFRI) as its Founding President
Courtesy of UBC, photo by Martin Dee

and Scientific Director. He chuckles as he describes his role at TFRI as a matchmaker in bringing the best scientists from different institutions to work on
collaborative research on more effective and larger-scale cancer research studies.
“Celebrate failure!” says Ling, who got his research start at the University of
Cambridge working along side Nobel Prize winners, including one who went on
to break the DNA sequencing code. “To be successful,” he contends, “one must
learn to tolerate and even celebrate failures… As a young person, I learned to
imagine what success would be like and let that vision sustain me through the

Victor Ling

long dark periods of waiting and dealing with repeated failures.”
He recalls his father calling on him as a young boy to complete a daunting
task of clearing dandelions from the front lawn. Thinking it was an impossible
task, his father urged him to do 100 a day. Little by little, it was done. Ling has
come a long way since he was given that colossal childhood task. He attributes his
lifelong successes to his father and the many great people who mentored him in
scientific research, but most of all he feels indebted to Canada, which has enabled
him to become the best that he can be as a scientist and contributing citizen.
He is invested in both the Order of Canada and the Order of British Columbia.
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in fact. “I finally made it – this is what I had dreamed

Kwong was one of the smallest players in

about since I was a little kid.” On that night of the 13th

professional hockey. Yet this diminutive

late in the third period at the Montreal Forum against

young Chinese hockey star was the drawing card for

the Canadiens, which included greats Maurice Richard

the New York Rovers, the farm team of the New York

and Doug Harvey, Kwong remembers the tap on the

Rangers, which shared Madison Square Gardens with

shoulder by his coach, Frank Boucher. Kwong hopped

the Rangers.

over the boards on to the ice and into the record books.

Kwong played centre forward and, according to

His shift lasted roughly one minute before he was back

many, had one of the fastest releases of any. But for

on the bench and, as it happened, never to play in the

the young man from Vernon, B.C., who saw hockey as

National Hockey League (NHL) again. Skating only for

his chance for a better life, reaching the highest levels

a brief shift in the Montreal Forum ice wearing num-

of his profession was not easy. Although a favourite

ber 11 and the colours of the New York Rangers, Kwong

of Vernon hockey fans, who gave him the nickname

became the first Canadian of Chinese descent to play

“The China Clipper” after the first airplane to deliver

in the NHL.

mail to Canada from China, he suffered indignities in

In subsequent seasons, Kwong would continue his

his home town. “Chinese couldn’t work for Canadian

stellar professional career winning Most Valuable

people... I couldn’t even get a haircut here.”

Player awards and in 1950/51 battled a young Jean

Kwong played two seasons with the famed Trail

Beliveau for the Quebec League scoring title. He com-

Smoke Eaters. Even though he was one of the team’s

pleted his hockey career in Europe, again a B.C. and

better players, he did not receive the employment priv-

Chinese Canadian pioneer, helping grow the game

ileges that Cominco afforded other players. “They said

in Switzerland.
Kwong has been inducted into the BC Hockey Hall

no to Chinese,” recalls Kwong.
By March, 1948, at 23 and two years after being

of Fame and the BC Sports Hall of Fame. It would be

signed, Kwong led the Rovers in scoring and got the

another 60 years before a second Chinese Canadian

call up, a promotion to the “big time,” to make history

would reach the NHL.

Province Newspaper, photo by Steve Bosch

A

t 5-foot-6 and weighing 165 pounds, Larry

Courtesy of Chad Soon

Larry Kwong

Larry Kwong: first Chinese
Canadian to play in the NHL.
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H

arvey Lowe bought his first yo-yo at the age

hoisted him up and he slipped a yo-yo string onto

of 12 for 35 cents and soon mastered it,

Cabot’s bronze finger. The next day the local paper had

winning neighbourhood contests. “I had a

a picture of the Cabot statue and it sparked a yo-yo

bunch of badges and a new bike,” he recalled. “That

frenzy. Weeks later, Lowe received a bonus cheque in

was like winning a Cadillac back in 1931.” He was

the mail from Duncan yo-yos for the record sales of

invited to the Vancouver showdown where he defeated

yo-yos in Bristol.

all comers. Irving Cook, a local promoter, offered to
take the boy overseas for the World Championship in

high school, Lowe was too much of a celebrity to have

London, England.

a normal life. His mother advised him to go to China

After he arrived in London in 1932 Lowe held a

吳�光

Photo courtesy of Lowe family

Harvey Lowe

to learn some Chinese, so he went to Beijing and en-

demonstration at the Derby Ball at the Grosvenor

rolled in Yen Ching University. Shortly after the Sino-

where he met American aviatrix Amelia Earhart

Japanese war broke out, he left for Shanghai where

and taught the Prince of Wales, who later became

his brother-in-law, Earl Chang, owned the Overseas

the Duke of Windsor, how to play with the yo-yo.

Broadcast Corporation. Chang offered Lowe a chance

Months later at the Empire Theatre on London’s

林慧兒

Returning to Victoria in 1935 to continue with his

to read the news and play some music. He hosted

Leicester Square, and sponsored by the Cheerio

Hawaii Calls, which later became the template for his

Yo-Yo Company, Lowe faced the best in the world.

own radio program, Call of China back in Vancouver.

Although he was born in Canada, he was billed as

Back in Vancouver after the communists took over

representing China because another boy was repre-

Shanghai, Lowe bought a typewriter and sent scripts

sented as the Canadian Champion. Lowe made it to

to Jack Short at CJOR AM 600 Radio. Short said,

the final round and faced the reigning champion,

“Harvey, if you can find a sponsor to support the pro-

Joe Young. As it happened, Young’s string snapped

gram, I’ll give it a try.” Lowe signed up Bamboo Terrace

and Lowe’s did not. He won the world champion-

and the partnership and the radio program, Call of

ship before his 14th birthday and received a prize

China, came on every Sunday and lasted 12 years.
At the same time he dipped into show business,

of £ 1,500.
Cheerio sponsored Lowe on a European tour.

first opening a cabaret with partners and then work-

There were publicity stunts such as insuring his hand

ing as a stage manager, host, and the warm-up act at

for $100,000 (for a day). The media gobbled it up and

the Marco Polo Supper Club. He recalls booking the

soon Lowe was treated like a rock star. In 1933, Lowe

Platters and Fifth Dimension into Vancouver before

visited Bristol, England and came across the statue of

they became huge stars. And adding to a colourful

explorer John Cabot. In one hand Cabot was holding

life, Lowe has a star on the Starwalk at the Orpheum,

a map and the other hand pointing westward towards

embossed in bronze, with the simple words, “Harvey

North America. Lowe’s gang of yo-yo demonstrators

Lowe—Showman.”

1918 – 2009
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Following his postdoctoral training in neurology at

crisis with the rise in the number of people

Harvard Medical School and the Boston Children's

with dementia, including Alzheimer’s dis-

Hospital, he became an instructor at Harvard Uni-

ease. Talented researcher Dr. Weihong Song is among

versity. He became recognized as one of the world’s

internationally renowned scientists working on the

leading researchers on Alzheimer’s disease and was

research frontier to better understand the disease and

recruited by the University of British Columbia (UBC)

look for drugs that can help those suffering from it.

in 2001 to fill a chair endowed to focus on this preva-

Under his direction, researchers discovered the
molecule that controls a protein responsible for the

lent disorder in our aging population.
Song’s breakthroughs in research on Alzheimer’s

plaques that are a sign of the disease. The discovery

disease, published globally in the top journals,

of this genetic mechanism helps with the search for

drew attention and financial support. Song is able

drugs to prevent both the disease and its progression.

to recruit some of the brightest researchers to

Song was born in Sichuan, China in 1964 and as
the youngest of nine he grew up playing with children
much older than him. When the others went to school,

join him at UBC to tackle the central issues of this
health problem.
Song believes that scientists must not forget

he waited under the window of their classroom until

their social responsibilities. With his connections in

his friends came out to play with him. One day, the

Canada and China, he assists the Canadian Institutes

teacher gave Song a test and decided he was ready to

of Health Research and the National Natural Science

join the other students. That teacher made the right

Foundation of China in establishing a joint funding

call. Song did so well that by the time he finished

program to promote scientific co-operation. To date,

secondary school, at the age of 14, he was accepted

over 125 projects have been supported with funding

into medical school.

raised in China and matched in Canada. Since 2009

The prodigy pursued a master’s degree at West

Photo courtesy of University of British Columbia

C

anada is facing a costly and looming health

Dr. Weihong Song

he has also served as the special adviser to the UBC

China University of Medical Sciences, where he later

president to widen and deepen the academic rela-

became a clinical psychiatrist and lecturer. In 1991, he

tions between UBC and universities in China. In 2011,

left China for further studies at Purdue University in

he received the Friendship Award for his achieve-

Indiana and he eventually received his PhD from the

ments in forging Canada-China collaboration around

Indiana University School of Medicine.

research and education.
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W

hen Randall Wong was scrubbing pots

County Court. At the time he was also the youngest

in the kitchen of his father’s Ovaltine

appointment. On July 1, 1990, he was promoted to

Café on East Hastings Street, it was

a position on Canada̕s Supreme Court serving the

commonplace for police officers, lawyers and judges to

Supreme Courts of British Columbia, the Yukon, the

cut through the kitchen on their way to the Vancouver

Northwest Territories and Nunavut̕s Court of Justice.

Police Department (VPD) just across the back alley.

Wong retired from the bench on April 14, 2016 as the

The alley would symbolize the pathway that would
lead Wong to his illustrious, ground-breaking career

longest serving judge in B.C.
Some thoughts on breaking barriers from Wong:

in law that eventually saw him become a judge.
Wong was born in Vancouver in 1941 and like many

Photo courtesy of Justice Randall Wong

Justice
Randall Wong
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“… becoming the first Chinese Canadian

children living in Chinatown, he was expected to help

justice bears a heavy responsibility, as our

out in the family business. The staff at the Ovaltine

actions would affect later Asians. If one

worked long hours serving customers who worked

can be the role model for succeeding gen-

throughout the neighbourhood—at the shipyards,

erations of visible minorities, which would

canneries, sugar refinery, and the VPD.

be positive. Alexander Cum-Yow (the first

In 1965, he attended the University of British

Chinese Canadian born in Canada) was

Columbia, earning his bachelor’s degree in commerce,

born in Port Moody and wanted to study

followed by a bachelor of laws. Before the Second

law. He couldn’t, and became a translator.

World War, there were not many people of Chinese

His son, Gordon, in 1918, wanted to enrol

descent in law school. After the war, the few Chinese

as a student in law, and was turned down.

who were lawyers practised within the confines of

After the Second World War, Cum-Yow,

Chinatown. Wong was the first to article outside

then 80 years old, finally cast his ballot

Chinatown, thanks to his relationships stemming back

as a Canadian. He was the headline of the

to the days when he worked at his father’s café.

Vancouver Sun newspaper.

In 1967, Wong served as the first Chinese Canadian

My generation became the beneficiaries

provincial Crown Counsel. Then in 1970, Minister of

of the sacrifices made by our veterans. It

Justice John Turner selected him to open a prosecu-

is important that young people be aware

tion office in the Yukon, which saw him become a

of the past and the sea of change that has

B.C. Provincial Court judge in 1974. In 1981, he be-

occurred. Opportunities are now limitless

came the first Chinese Canadian federally appointed

for Asian students, and now more than half

judge with his appointment to the British Columbia

the Chinese Canadian lawyers are women.”
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as a solicitor and then as a provincial court

economy created a middle class with money to travel.
Yee is among a generation of Chinese Canadians

judge, but he regards his biggest contributions

whose early lives were in China, separated from their fa-

as those made in the political arena where he inspired

thers who were striving to support their families abroad.

other Chinese Canadians to participate in democracy,

“I came over in Canada under the reunification

and was a driving force for trade-building relations

program with my mother and sister. I had some edu-

between Vancouver and Guangzhou in China.

cation in China and was able to go to regular school

“I entered into politics for the sake of the commu-

[in Vancouver]. My dad was part-owner of a rooming

nity,” says Yee about his reluctant run for a Vancouver

house located on skid row and I heard stories from his

city council seat in 1982. “It was against my career

partner about hardships they endured. I told myself

interests to do that, but I wanted to mobilize other

I was so lucky and I am going to do whatever I can to

Chinese Canadians to get involved and contribute to

improve on the conditions of Chinese Canadians here.”
As early as high school Yee helped newcomers

the community at large.”
And there’s evidence he did that. In every election

learn English, and later was part of a group that

since his two terms in office ended in 1986, individ-

founded S.U.C.C.E.S.S, an organization devoted to

uals of Chinese descent have run for Vancouver city

assisting new Canadians of Chinese descent over-

council, many of them getting elected, and some going

come language and cultural barriers. When action

on to run for office at other levels of government.

to get a Chinese Community Centre stalled over divi-

On Vancouver council, Yee led the drive to have

sions within the community, Yee was among the ac-

the city twin with Guangzhou, located in the prov-

tivists who led a charge — eventually resolved in the

ince of Guangdong and the ancestral home of most

BC Supreme Court — to have the Chinese Benevolent

British Columbians of Chinese descent. Initially re-

Association (CBA) membership more representative

sisted by most others on council, Yee was undeterred,

of the community. He then went on to be president of

building a case for the twinning, including travelling

the CBA on two separate occasions and the communi-

to Guangzhou four times in nine months on his time

ty got its cultural centre.

Photo by Dave Custodio

B

ill Yee has had an illustrious legal career both

Judge William
(Bill) Yee

Respected both in his community and in his profes-

and money.
“You can imagine what it did to my law practice.”

sion, Yee was appointed as a judge to the B.C. Provincial

But while it suffered from his lack of attention, his

Court in 1999, retiring 15 years later. Prior to serving on

actions opened the door for trade between British

the bench, Yee also held positions on the National Con-

Columbia and China. And the cities’ friendship has

gress of Chinese Canadians, BC- Guangdong Business

helped stoke tourism as the booming Chinese

Council, Vancouver Police Board, and BC Hydro board.

Bill

Yee

So Wah

Leung

Jim

Wong-Chu

Don

Yuen
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Artistic and Cultural Renaissance: Cultural Keepers

D

uring the Exclusion Era (1923-1947), Chinese Canadians struggled to
maintain connections to their relatives across the Pacific. Cultural
traditions such as Cantonese opera, long enjoyed by migrant men as

entertainment and a staple of local musical societies, helped keep a sense of
heritage alive. A new generation of Canada-born youth began to shape their
own sense of identity and culture during the mid-20th century, sometimes
consciously repudiating the language and traditions of their fathers, but often
mixing and reinventing what it meant to be Chinese Canadian and creating
a unique blend all their own. Their experiences growing up in Canada would
shape the rise of Chinese Canadian literary and cultural expressions that
would become celebrated by the end of the 20th century as an undeniable
part of Canadian society and culture.
With the end of legislative exclusion and the resumption of Chinese immigration and cultural exchange, the revitalization of Chinese artistic and
cultural traditions occurred along with the development of Chinese Canadian
literature and culture. B.C. benefited from the settlement of internationally
renowned Chinese scholars and artists who practised Chinese painting, calligraphy, and poetry. In Cantonese opera, Chinese dance, Chinese language and
literature, new migrants from the Chinese-speaking worlds of Taiwan, Hong
Kong and mainland China re-invigorated arts and culture, spreading appreciation far beyond Chinese Canadian communities into the broader society.
Ancient traditions like feng shui are also part of the contemporary cul-

tural landscape with Chinese Canadians and others turning to the practice
to harmonize their home and other human-created environments. A school
in Vancouver teaches the practice and a number of consultants on the Lower
Mainland and Victoria have thriving feng shui businesses.

Traditional expressions of Chinese culture such as
Chinese opera thrive and influence contemporary
artistic expressions.
Chinese Cultural Centre of Greater Vancouver. Photo by Bryan Melvin
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E

minent poet, calligrapher, and painter-scholar

talents were noted locally and internationally and his

Johnson Su-Sing Chow has devoted his life to

reputation followed him through moves to Los Angeles.

ensuring traditional Chinese painting styles

dating back to the Tang Dynasty are practised today.
Born into a scholarly family in the historic city of
Suzhou, China in 1923, Chow’s artistic talents were

As he became a distinguished artist, his works were
frequently on display in universities such as Stanford
and Harvard, as well as at exhibitions across America.
Relocating to Vancouver, Chow spearheaded the

recognized when he was a child and he learned from

creation of the Chinese Canadian Artists Federation in

many classical masters who called Suzhou home.

Vancouver which became one of the most influential

In 1949 Chow and his young family reluctantly left
Suzhou, settling in Hong Kong, where he initially tried
to make a living by hand-drawing Christmas cards.

platforms for visual artists of Chinese heritage in the
Lower Mainland.
Ever so humble and gracious, the grand-master

Photo by Chiho Yeung

Throughout this difficult period, he continued writing

artist speaks lovingly of the people who have passed

and painting. In 1951 he met the world-renowned

on to him the knowledge and art they inherited

painter Zhang Daqian, who recognized his talents and

from those before them. “Life is finite, but art has no

added his inscriptions to four landscape paintings

bounds,” he says. “I can’t paint anymore because I’ve

by Chow. They collaborated on five paintings, which

lost my vision in one eye, but I still practise calligraphy

became part of Chow’s first solo exhibition in Hong

with a brush—something I’ve done every day since I

Kong. From then on his scholarship and artistic

was eight.”

University of British Columbia Archives, Photo by Kent Kallberg [UBC 44.1/293-1]

Johnson
Su-sing Chow

The teaching of Johnson Su-Sing Chow keeps the form alive.

102
102

C E L E B R A T I O N: C H I N E S E C A N A D I A N L E G A
GCOI EL SDI N
M BORUI TNI T
SH
A ICNO LDURMEBAI A
MS

will and fellowship. The troupe has since gone on to

ucation and she worked as a school teach-

tour North America, Asia, and Europe, performing for

er. However, dance was her passion. She

heads of state and their citizens.

received Chinese dance training in Hong Kong, and in

Ho’s passion for Chinese culture and commu-

Canada continued to teach herself through books and

nity was not limited to dance. Together with other

careful observation of VHS videos from China, as well

members of the Chinese community, she advocated

as seeking out teachers from China who also came

and helped found the United Chinese Community

to Canada. Over the course of decades, Ho promoted

Enrichment Services Society (S.U.C.C.E.S.S.) and the

Chinese dance and culture throughout the world.

Chinese Cultural Centre in Vancouver’s Chinatown.

Born in Macau, Ho grew up in the bustling metrop-

Today, these organizations still carry the mission

olis of Hong Kong. A bold and independent young

of helping new Chinese immigrants and promoting

woman, she immigrated alone to Canada in 1967,

Chinese heritage.

where she initially taught elementary students in

After Ho passed away in 2010, her legacy lived on

Clearwater, B.C. She later moved to Vancouver and

through the students she taught. Her three daugh-

attended the University of British Columbia.

ters—Anabel, Lisa and Valerie—all became accom-

In 1973 Ho founded the Strathcona Chinese Dance

plished performers themselves. “We often hear from

Company (SCDC) as a recreational dance program

mom’s former students, all grown-ups now. One of the

where she could give Canadian born Chinese youth,

more memorable comments was: ‘being part of Ho’s

and anyone who wanted, an opportunity to learn

dance group has given us more than what books can

about Chinese culture, using dance to promote good-

teach you’.”

Photos courtesy of family of Mimie Ho

M

imie Ho's degrees were in science and ed-

Maria Mimie Ho
1942 – 2010

Maria Mimie Ho’s daughters are often reminded by dance students of the influence their mother had on their lives.
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P

rofessor David Lai came to Victoria from Hong Kong, expecting to stay
only a year or two as a guest lecturer in geography. Fate had different
plans for the economics professor who went on to play a prominent role

in promoting historical understanding of the area and its preservation.
In 1971, the University of Victoria’s Department of Geography organized a
seminar on the urban development of Victoria. Since Lai was the only professor
of Chinese heritage, he was assigned to work on a research paper of Victoria’s
old Chinatown, work that would become his passion beyond his retirement
in 2003.
When Lai started his research, he was embarrassed to bring friends to the
neighbourhood and, despite being Chinese himself, he felt like a stranger there.
The Chinatown on Fisgard Street was mostly populated by elderly men. However,
Lai was fascinated to discover a world of inner courtyards, light wells, vegetable
patches, duck pens, and unexpected alleys.

Courtesy of SFU, David Lam Centre

Smitten by this seemingly chaotic world, he started researching the history
of Chinese migration to Canada. He unearthed stories on the early Chinese gold
miners and on the urban development of Chinatowns across Canada.
When the City of Victoria was locked in debate over tearing down or preserving Chinatown in 1979, Lai, as Chair of the Chinatown Redevelopment Committee, conducted an opinion survey on the area’s future. His report, The Future of
Victoria’s Chinatown: A Survey of Views and Opinions was eventually adopted by

David
Chuenyan Lai

the city and its recommendations formed the foundation for a comprehensive
rehabilitation of the area, saving Canada’s oldest surviving Chinatown from
the bulldozer.
The Victoria Chinatown would likely have disappeared if it were not for the
passion of Lai and his allies for preserving it. Today, it is a national historic site
and has been recognized by the government of British Columbia as one of the
province’s 21 places that have significance to Chinese Canadians and outstanding
provincial heritage value.
Over the decades, Lai has visited more than 40 Chinatowns throughout North
America. He has explored each of these, and studied the history on the settlements, their preservation, and development. In addition to studying these early
Chinese settlers, he has written about the relationship between the Chinese and
other communities, publishing a dozen books and over 300 papers. Most notable
is Chinatowns: Towns Within Cities in Canada.
He is invested in the Order of Canada.
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M

any important figures who shaped Chinese Canadian history were not
themselves Chinese Canadian. Perhaps the most famous example is
Prof. Jan Walls, a leading champion for Chinese language and culture

who devoted his career to promoting cross-cultural understanding. Born in 1940
in Charleston, South Carolina, Walls, in his own words, “blundered into Chinese
language and culture as an undergraduate” but eventually completed his PhD.
When the distinguished scholar E. G. Pulleybank offered him a teaching position
at the University of British Columbia in 1970, Walls and his wife Yvonne packed
everything into their car and drove from Indiana to Vancouver.
He was a founding member of the Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada, where
1983, Walls served at the Canadian Embassy in Beijing as the official responsible
for all Canada-China exchanges. He taught in three of the largest universities
in B.C., helping develop Chinese language programs at the University of British
Columbia, establishing the Centre for Pacific and Oriental Studies at the University of Victoria, and founding The David See Chai Lam Centre for International
Communication at Simon Fraser University.
When he was in Beijing, Walls honed his skills in kuaibanr, a musical form of
oral story telling, by studying with a local master every weekend. By the time he
returned to Victoria, Walls was accomplished in this art of “rapping” in Mandarin

Photo courtesy of Vancouver Chinese Music Ensemble

he developed the first programs in cultural and educational affairs. From 1981 to

and in English to the beat of the bamboo clappers. Thirty years later, he continues
to delight audiences throughout the Lower Mainland. He was even invited by the
renowned cellist Yo-Yo Ma to do his clapper act at the Peabody Essex Museum in
Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Walls writes a monthly column for a local magazine describing the many

Jan Walls

intercultural bridge-builders in all walks of life. As well, he and his wife have
co-written and co-translated over 20 books, series and papers. Walls’ significant
contributions to the better understanding of Chinese culture and Chinese Canadian communities in British Columbia make him the representative example in
this book of someone who was not born Chinese Canadian, yet through devotion
to the Chinese language and culture, helped foster a better society.
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B

orn in 1914 to a poor family with 10 children in southern China, Wong
did not attend school because his widowed mother could not afford to
send him. Instead he apprenticed to a master in Cantonese opera when he

turned 13. In those days, society looked down on people of the theatre, yet Wong
loved the theatre. The training could be demanding and the pay was low, but the
young man worked his way up through the ranks. Soon he became one of the
most versatile musicians in the field.
After the Second World War, Wong was in Hong Kong where Cantonese opera
enjoyed unprecedented popularity as the best performers converged there. In
1952, he helped found the famous Eight Harmony Club (which played a pivotal
role in keeping Cantonese opera alive in the following six decades.)
In 1961, Wong immigrated to Canada at the invitation of the Jin Wah Sing
Musical Association in Vancouver. He trained generations of Chinese Canadian
musicians, singers and performers, many of whom have established their own
opera associations in Canada and abroad. He was also instrumental in arrang-

Courtesy of UBC, photo by Martin Dee

ing the donation of a collection of Chinese opera artifacts to the University of
British Columbia’s Museum of Anthropology. Revered as “a walking encyclopedia
on Cantonese opera”, he was invited to lecture at universities and musical institutions overseas. Recognizing his contribution to bridging the Chinese Canadian
performing arts community and academic institutions, and to building a better
appreciation for Chinese opera, the City of Vancouver honoured Wong with a
Civic Merit Award in 2012.
Wong was a prolific writer and self-published over a dozen books including

Toa Wong

a collection of songs. Such was his dedication that at 101 years old he was still
working on a new publication, just before his death in July, 2015.

Photo by David Wong

1914 – 2015
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P

rofessor Florence Chia-ying Yeh is a beloved “national treasure” claimed by
Chinese in all jurisdictions, irrespective of ideology. She is a living legend to
all lovers of classical poetry who has nurtured generations of Chinese and

non-Chinese scholars, ensuring that the beauty of classical Chinese poetry will
not be lost.
She was born in Beijing in 1924 to a prominent Manchurian clan; her grandfather
was a Qing official.
As a young girl, she was not allowed to set foot outside of their residential com-

pound. She wrote poetry, was steeped in classical studies, and eventually her poetic
and then Taiwan, where she continued teaching high school Chinese. She became a
popular lecturer on classical Chinese poetry and was at one time employed concurrently by three universities in Taipei. She acquired a national profile through
her published essays on classical poetry and through a radio and TV program on
Chinese studies.
In 1965, Yeh was selected by Harvard University to be a visiting professor.
Harvard wanted her to continue, but the American consulate rejected her application and that twist of fate brought her to the University of British Columbia. There
her passion to share her love of classical Chinese literature was so infectious that in

Chinese Social Sciences Today, Photo by Jiazuo Lu

talents were well-recognized. Later she followed her husband to Shanghai, Nanking

spite of her struggling English, Yeh attracted a large following of students.
Yeh has encountered great sorrows and hardships through her life including
political imprisonment in Taiwan and the loss of her eldest daughter and son-inlaw in a car accident in Canada. Yeh attributes her love of classical poetry to giving
her solace, beauty and inspiration through life’s adversities, a gift she shared with
generations of students and poetry lovers in British Columbia.

To The Lotus

Florence
Chia-ying Yeh
(aka Ye Jiaying)

(Summer, 1940)

Your roots have come from the enchanted land;
In the mud you’ve grown, unsullied you stand.
How does Buddha who lives only in prayers
Take us mortals across troubled waters?
Florence Yeh
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rofessor Henry Yu grew up with a strong emo-

developed with them ignited his passion to become

tional bond to his maternal grandparents, who

a historian so that their stories, and those of so many

helped raise him in Vancouver while both of

men and women like them, would not be forgotten.

his parents worked. His grandfather had been among

When his grandfather passed away, Yu was 12 and

one of the last set of Chinese immigrants allowed into

he regretted not knowing more about him and what

Canada, joining his brothers already in British Colum-

life was like during those Exclusion Years when his

bia just months before the exclusion law of 1923 was

family was separated with an ocean in between. That

passed. Although he was able to visit China in 1937

question eventually motivated Yu to seek answers as

to find a bride, when he returned to Vancouver he

a historian.

was separated from his new wife and unborn daugh-

Today, Yu is one of the pre-eminent scholars of

ter for the next 27 years. While he worked for three

Chinese Canadian history and an inspiring professor

decades as a cook on the Alaskan cruise ship Princess

who encourages his students to discover their own

Patricia, he patiently planned for reuniting his family

individual family stories, hence making history

in Canada. Yu’s grandmother was left to raise a child

relevant to these young people and building a collec-

alone in their home village in Zhongshan, China under

tive past out of a myriad of diverse stories of British

unimaginably hard circumstances, especially during

Columbians. He is a passionate champion both in the

the Second World War when remittances from over-

classroom and in the public realm for better appre-

seas were cut off.

ciation of the historical contributions of Chinese

In 1962, Yu’s grandfather went to his local Member

migrants to Canadian and British Columbian society

of Parliament to make the case for his adult daughter

which equal those from other areas such as Britain

(whom he had never met) to be allowed to come with

and Europe.

his wife to Canada. Finally, the family was reunited.
In 1965, Yu’s grandfather was finally able to bring

He believes that historians, given the privilege of
being able to focus their time and intellectual energy

Courtesy of University of British Columbia

his wife and daughter to Canada to join him. When

on studying and knowing the past, have an obligation

Yu’s mother stepped off the airplane at Vancouver

to share and debate that knowledge with the public.

airport at the age of 27, she met her own father for

He has collaborated with government officials and

the first time.

community leaders and led initiatives that have a

Two years later, Yu was born as the first Canada-

long-lasting and transformative impact on the way

born child of the family. As a child he was close to

we consider where we are, who we are, and how we

his grandfather and grandmother, and the bond he

have changed as a society.

Henry S.N. Yu
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Today, he is widely recognized as the authority

Canada and the province, creating a vital

on Chinese contemporary art. Yishu: Journal of

link between the East and West art scenes by

Contemporary Chinese Art, the first English-language

introducing Canada and the world to some of China’s

periodical of its kind which he co-founded, is

leading contemporary artists.

recognized as the premiere resource on the subject.

Born in 1938, he grew up in Henan, China, where he

The catalyst for a number of artistic exchanges,

studied at the Zhejiang Academy of Art in Hangzhou

he was the co-curator of the 2004 Shanghai Biennale,

(now the China Academy of Art). After graduating in

which debuted works by Jeff Wall, Stan Douglas and

1958, he stayed to teach. This first half of his career

others to mainland Chinese audiences. Here at home,

lasted more than 30 years, during which he became a

he served as senior Asian curator for the 2009–2011

professor and chair of the Oil Painting Department.

Vancouver Biennale.

Following the Tiananmen Square student-led protest

In 1993, Shengtian and a few Chinese artists

in 1989, Shengtian was invited to attend a conference in

founded the Chinese Canadian Artists Federation.

the United States. The Chinese authorities were keen to

From 1996 to 2000, he was the secretary for the Annie

test the market for Chinese art, and during Shengtian’s

Wong Art Foundation, and director of Art Beatus

visit, he met a friend who was developing an art fair in

Gallery. He also serves as a trustee of the Vancouver

Chicago and was looking for an expert on contemporary

Art Gallery and the Asia Art Archive in North America.

Asian and Chinese art. Shengtian was offered a job but

His contributions have been recognized with the

through a series of visa bungling, the world renowned

Sorel Etrog Lifetime Achievement Award for Schol-

artist, scholar and curator landed in Canada where he

arship and Curatorial Excellence award and an

was welcomed and went on to contribute his talent to

honourary doctorate from Emily Carr University of

Canadian arts and culture in a major way.

Art and Design.

Photo by Chiho Yeung

Z

heng Shengtian is a cultural ambassador for

Courtesy of Vancouver Art Gallery Photo by Roy Hoh

Zheng Shengtian

The expertise of Zheng
Shengtian, an esteemed
curator, scholar and artist,
is helping to build appreciation for Asian art.

VRE M
R SAITTIYOA
Chapter 3Chapter
G R 4O W TTH
HEANNEDWTERRAAN: SDFIO
NM O N G T H E D I V E R S E

109
109

Emerging Identity: New Voices
in Arts, Culture, and Design

T

he earliest literary writing by Chinese in Canada were the wall poems in
the immigration detention cells in Victoria and Vancouver. These were
formal verse couplets written to mark special occasions. Unlike their

parents and grandparents, the tusheng (the generation of Chinese Canadians
born here) were articulate in the English language; their literary voices began to

emerge as they explored the notion of being Chinese and/or Canadian. Many felt
trapped between two cultural worlds or they experienced it as a kind of hybridity,
referred by one film maker as the “hyphenated Canadian identity”.
As well, a new crop of films inspired by people and places of the Chinese communities started to appear: Long Tack Sam (Ann Marie Fleming, 2003) is about
the director’s magician grandfather’s legendary rise to world fame; Everything
Will Be (Julia Kwan, 2013) reflects on the transitory nature of Vancouver’s historic
Chinatown; Canadian Steel, Chinese Grit (Karin Lee and Julia Ningyu Li, 1998) tells
the story of the Canadian Pacific Railway from a Chinese Canadian perspective;
Cedar and Bamboo (Diana Leung and Kamala Todd, 2010) explores the connection
between First Nations people and Chinese in B.C.; and Dora Nipp’s film Under the
Willow Tree tells the story of Chinese Canadian women in Victoria.
Artists in other media also found new expressions for their creativity, whether
consciously drawing upon their Chinese identity or not. This new generation of
Chinese Canadians contributed their creative and artistic energy to Canadian arts
and culture, sometimes to international acclaim. This phenomenon has not happened in a vacuum, but has come from the conscious effort of activists who dedicated themselves to creating a nurturing environment and advocating for funding to
support emerging artists not just of Chinese but other Asian heritage backgrounds.
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S

imon Chang has affected the way women dress, and the colour of the rooms
we live in. But the internationally renowned fashion designer never has his
heart too far from Vancouver where he still makes time to visit his high
school and the Emily Carr University of Art and Design. He continually reminds
students to dream about their future and try something different. This is how he
became who he is today.
Born in Canton, China but growing up in Vancouver, Chang was the greatgrandson of pioneer merchant, Chang Toy. After graduating from Britannia
Secondary, he attended Emily Carr on a full scholarship from the Hudson's Bay
Company where he majored in photography and graphic design.
On a visit to Vancouver, the head of the Montreal Branch of Hudson’s Bay
offered Chang an attractive opportunity, but instead Chang chose to travel, wanting to experience first hand art in every form, medium, and shape. He especially
loved New York, the mecca for American art and fashion. The Broadway musicals,
art exhibits, and bohemian streetscapes sparked his imagination.
Eventually he did make his way to Montreal and accepted the opportunity to
work for the Hudson’s Bay fashion buying office. There he worked his way up the ladder, learning everything he could about the fashion, textile, and garment industries.
His first independent design endeavour was International Tyfoon, a line of
affordable ready-to-wear for the working woman, incorporating colour with striking patterns and images, and reflecting Chang’s early career in graphic arts and
photography. It also revolutionized the concept of office wear: Chang had created
a full line of interchangeable clothing that doubled as office and casual wear.
During his career he has done it all, venturing into many different fashion
commodities and creating head-to-toe accessories to complete the wardrobe.
He was also the designer for Air Transat in-flight uniforms and the Quebec
provincial police amongst many others, creating a signature corporate image.
Home Hardware chose Chang to become their Style and Colour expert for its
Beauti-Tone Paint division, resulting in his Oh Canada Colour Card, reflecting
different regions of the country through colour and light scheme. He visited big
and small towns across the country engaging and inspiring customers and
dealers. The result was a concept palette for each area: Pacific Overture for the
West Coast; Wheat Till You Try for the Prairies; and Savoir Flair, which celebrates
the French heritage of Quebec.
Chang believes in giving back and in 1986 he founded the Simon Chang
and Phyllis Levine Foundation, which donates money for research in the areas
of breast cancer, pediatric disorders, heart disease and AIDS. It also supports
education and social organizations that help less fortunate Canadians — offering
everything from sports programs for children to funding for women’s shelters.
In 2008, the designer was honoured with the Order of Canada “for his contributions to the fashion industry and for his philanthropic and social engagement.”

Simon Chang
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W

hen Chan Hon Goh arrived in Canada in 1977, she found herself
lost in a strange world. She found school years hard, being the only
Chinese child in her class. When her aunt encouraged her to en-

rol in a dance program, the magical world of classical ballet helped her forget her
loneliness. She loved every move and step. It consumed her totally: body and soul,
emotions and thoughts. She came out of her shell.
Her parents played a key role in Goh’s success. Her father, Choo Chiat Goh,
trained with the Royal Ballet in London and studied at the Beijing Dance Academy under the Russian ballet master Pyotr Gusiev. Her mother, Lin Yee Goh, also
trained at the same academy in Beijing with Russian masters Elenna Sergekivkitski
and Nikolai Romancheva. Both were principal dancers with the National Ballet of
China, where her mother eventually became the ballet mistress.
In 1977, Goh’s parents established Goh Ballet Academy in Vancouver. Since its
inception, the school has produced many first-rate ballet dancers, including Goh,
who was the first Canadian to win a Silver Medal at the Genée International Ballet
Competition in London in 1988. She later earned a place with the National Ballet of
Canada, rising through the ranks to become a principal dancer — she was the first
Photos courtesy of Goh Ballet.

principal dancer of Chinese heritage at the company.
Goh’s dance experience opened up avenues for entrepreneurship: a shoe
company designed for dancers. She re-designed the structure of pointe shoes
in order to provide better support to dancers and to reduce foot injuries. Goh
and her husband, Chun Che, a ballet master and choreographer, consulted with
experts in orthopedics and sports medicine before
launching the innovative shoes, Principal by Chan
Hon Goh®. The shoes are now used by professional

Chan Hon Goh

dancers around the world.
Throughout her stage career, Goh, a talented classicist, won praise around the world for the strength of
her dramatic characterizations and delicate lyricism.
Dance Magazine regarded her as one of the “most
exquisite principal dancers” of the National Ballet of
Canada. In recognition of her contributions to dance
in Canada, she was given a New Pioneers Award. In
2010, she concluded her 21-year stage career with the
National Ballet of Canada and returned to Vancouver
Parents Choo Chiat Goh and Lin Yee Goh
with the National Ballet of China.

to direct the Goh Ballet Academy. Her mentorship of
young dancers and leadership in the dance world has
won her numerous honours and awards; she is the

recipient of the Queen Elizabeth II Diamond Jubilee Medal, a YWCA Woman of
Distinction, and, in 2017, she was named one of the Top 25 Canadian Immigrants.
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T

he colourful career of David Y.H. Lui was marked with courage and
vision, always striving to bring world class live theatre, music, and
especially dance to Vancouver.

Born in Vancouver in 1944, Lui was drawn to music, opera, and ballet. It start-

ed early, independently, and with boundless curiosity about the classical performing arts. As a young boy Lui talked his way into missing school just to see Margot
Fonteyn perform with the Royal Ballet. He also loved music, accumulating an
enormous collection of recordings that was purely classical and Broadway theatre
which forged his knowledge and taste. Studying violin, he quickly discovered this
was not his calling. While at the University of British Columbia Lui, along with
some friends, presented a prestigious Thailand dance company, marking his first
official and international presentation. Its modest success sparked his career.
In the early 1970s, Vancouver was not a cultural destination, but in the years to
come, this would change as Lui, now a high profile impresario, brought in many
renowned artists, companies, and orchestras. The list was long and included
Martha Graham, Alvin Ailey, the Joffrey Ballet, Shirley Maclaine, the Philadelphia
In 1975, he opened the David Y.H. Lui Theatre which, within a short time, presented hit musicals Jacques Brel is Alive and Well and Living in Paris, Godspell, and
many other vibrant musical theatre productions.
Always a passion, dance became his singular focus by the 1980s. Lui co-founded
Ballet BC which premièred in April 1986 at the Queen Elizabeth Theatre just prior
to the opening of Vancouver’s Expo 86. He also played an active and influential

Photo by Alex Waterhouse-Hayward

Philharmonic with Eugene Ormandy, Yehudi Menuhin, and the Swingle Singers.

developer role in the construction of the Scotiabank Dance Centre, which has become the home for Ballet B.C. The rooftop patio is named in his honour. Lui served
on the board of the Scotiabank Dance Centre and also the Dance Foundation.
Among his accomplishments, Lui also founded the cultural programme for
the Canadian International Dragon Boat Festival and was a founding member

David Y.H. Lui

of the British Columbia Arts Council. He also served extensively on the board of
the national Canada Council for the Arts. David Y.H. Lui has been honoured by
Vancouver’s Entertainment Hall of Fame with a Star on Granville Street.
Awarded the Order of Canada in 2000, in his honour, the citation read,
“His name is synonymous with outstanding entertainment in Vancouver...”.
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T

he script to Mina Shum’s seminal film,

film and acting classes. In her application for film

Double Happiness, started as a story about

school at the University of British Columbia, she glued

a white family. Shum had written it for a

cut-out words into what looked like a ransom note:

screenwriting course she was taking with the writer

“PLEASE LET ME INTO YOUR FILM PROGRAM”.

William Gough. The central story was about a son

After being rejected twice, Shum realized the only

whose dreams clashed with his family’s expectations.

way she would make it into film would be to work on

The son wanted to be in a band, and played together

other people’s productions. After finishing a bachelors’

with a Chinese drummer. Although based on her own

degree in theatre, she entered a two-year program in

experiences, the script had very little to do with her

film production.
Shum’s first short, Picture Perfect, was a modern

Chinese heritage.
Photos courtesy of Mina Shum

Mina Shum

During Shum’s in-class reading of her script, Gough

take on the black-and-white silent films of the 1920s

stopped her mid-way. “I want to know more about this

and it reflected the director’s quirky punk-girl sensi-

female drummer,” he told her. “The drummer’s voice

bility. The film was nominated for Best Short Drama

is stronger than everyone else in the script.” Shum

at the 1989 Yorkton Film Festival.

argued that no one would be interested in a Chinese

In 1993, a one-time initiative by all three levels of

drummer. To which her instructor replied, “Speak the

government, offered first-time writers and directors

truth. Even when Shakespeare wrote King Lear, he was

$1 million to fund a film. Mina pitched the funders

speaking from his own experiences in the world.” That

her new script for Double Happiness. She was chosen.

advice started Shum on a re-write that would even-

After premièring at the Toronto International Film

tually turn Double Happiness into a ground-breaking

Festival in 1994, winning a Special Jury Citation and

Chinese Canadian film.

the Metro Media Prize, Double Happiness won prizes

Born in Hong Kong, Shum was raised by immigrant

at film festivals all over the world. Its star, Sandra Oh,

parents in Canada. As a teenager, she was serious and

won a Genie for Best Actress. The film has become the

focused: She took a job working at McDonald’s to buy

most famous portrayal of Chinese Canadian family life.

Filmmaker Mina Shum:
Exploring what it means
to be Chinese Canadian.
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Wah’s first publication, a book of poems titled

based on his Chinese and European ancestry

Lardeau in 1965, led to seven other well-received books

and it has shaped his writing ever since.

of poetry. It wasn’t until 1981, however, that he began

The first moment was in 1961 when applying for a

to write about himself and his family. Wah’s father

visa to go to the United States to study music. When

was highly educated and had attended university in

he telephoned the American consulate, he was told

China. And although his father spoke English with

that as a Chinese, he’d have to qualify under their

authority, Wah saw that he still struggled with nav-

Chinese quota. The wait time could take four to five

igating both worlds. When his father died in 1966,

years. Wah decided to go in person to an official.

everything changed.

Upon meeting Wah, the officer said, “You’re not

“I was holding the emotion of my father’s passing

Chinese. Well, if you’re under 50 per cent Chinese,

for many years, and all of a sudden it welled up and

you’re OK.” Wah got his visa, but learned to tiptoe

came out in 1978. I called the book Breathing My

around his Chinese heritage.

Name With a Sigh. The title tried to address this con-

Then in 1981 it happened again, but this time in
reverse when visiting China and he was asking a guide
for help to locate the name of his father’s village.

stant nagging confusion about my name, Wah. People
were always saying ‘Wah … are you Chinese?’”
In 1988, the Canadian poet bpNichol urged Wah to

“Come on, you’re not Chinese!” exclaimed the guide,

write prose and, heeding his friend, Wah entered the

and it was then that Fred understood that he was a

Three-Day Novel Contest.

“ghost”, living in the margins between two worlds.
Wah was born in 1939 in Swift Current, Sask. After

“Basically what came out was a bunch of anecdotal
stories about my family,” says Wah. Aritha van Herk

the Second World War, his family moved to West

(a fellow teacher at the University of Calgary) helped

Kootenay in the interior of British Columbia. Both his

edit them into what became his acclaimed book,

father and grandfather ran cafés. Wah, too, started

Diamond Grill, named after his father’s restaurant in

working in the family café when he was nine. This ear-

Nelson, B.C. It has become iconic within the Chinese

ly experience, along with Wah’s mixed race identity,

Canadian genre of literature exploring Chinese Cana-

would later become a significant part of his writing.

dian identity and the ubiquitous Chinese Canadian

His travel journal and memories of his father’s café
(The Elite) became the basis of Waiting for Saskatch-

cafés in small towns all across Canada.
In 2011, Wah became Canada’s fifth Parliamentary

ewan, a volume of poetry which went on to win the

Poet Laureate, and was made an Officer in the Order

Governor General’s Award for Poetry.

of Canada in 2013.
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F

red Wah has experienced a ‘racial reckoning’

Fred Wah
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A

rchitect Joe Wai put his design imprint on

ing and used the time overseas to travel, giving him

Vancouver, helping to develop affordable

insight into the evolution of cultures and communi-

housing suitable for the predominately

ties, and understanding of how human beings flourish

Chinese neighbourhood of Strathcona. As well, he

or fade. It also galvanized him to be more involved in

made a lasting impact on the landscape by designing

civic affairs. When he returned to British Columbia,

and restoring buildings in Chinatown and contribut-

he joined the Strathcona neighbourhood opposition to

ed as design consultant to the iconic Dr. Sun Yat-Sen

Vancouver’s urban renewal program, which then led

Chinese Classical Garden.

to a federal program aimed at rehabilitating Strathco-

But before all that, the seeds for Wai’s future as an
architect were planted in Hong Kong where he lived
until the age of 12 when the family moved to Vancouver.
The Wai family’s pharmaceutical business in Hong

Photo by Alex Waterhouse-Hayward

1940 – 2017
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restoration grants.
Wai was part of the team of architects called on
to design affordable housing that met the unique

Kong had been destroyed in the Second World War.

needs of the area. He came up with a house based on

Wai’s father hired Edward Lam, an American-trained

the ubiquitous “Vancouver Special” design, but mod-

engineer, to prepare reconstruction plans for the busi-

ified it to fit Strathcona’s narrow, 25-foot wide lots.

ness. Wai credited those visits to his later interest

Approximately 50 of these in-fill houses were built to

in architecture.

blend into the neighbourhood, respecting the area’s

In the 1960s, the government’s plans for the urban

Joe Wai

na’s iconic heritage homes through repair loans and

renewal of Vancouver’s Chinatown caused great dis-

existing character.
Other projects to his credit include the Millen-

may to Wai’s family. Like others in the neighbourhood,

nium Gate on West Pender Street, Chinese Cultural

they were concerned about their grandparents losing

Centre Museum-Archives, West End Community

their home and being separated from their communi-

Centre, the restoration of the historic Chinese Free-

ty. People talked about the social problems associated

masons Building, as well as the Vancouver Native

with displacing intergenerational families, and how

Housing Society’s Skwachàys Healing Lodge, which

the government intended to replace homes with im-

respects both First Nations culture and the area’s

personal blocks of housing complexes.

dominant architectural form.

During this time, Wai was attending the University

Over the years, Wai’s contributions have been

of British Columbia’s School of Architecture, but rath-

recognized by a lifetime achievement award from the

er than looking forward to a bright future, he feared

Architectural Institute of British Columbia, Honourary

he might not be able to practise as happened to earlier

Doctorate of Letters from the Emily Carr University of

generations of Chinese graduates who were barred

Art and Design, the Architectural Institute of British

from becoming practising professionals.

Columbia’s Dalrymple Memorial Award for Lifetime

After graduating from university, Wai worked

Achievement in Community Service, and numerous

in London for three years, where he worked for the

heritage and design awards. He was also a Fellow at

Greater London Council, designing affordable hous-

the Royal Architectural Institute of Canada.
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showcased across Canada. The exhibition reflected

was born in Prince Rupert, B.C. in 1954. His

Asian-Canadian sensibilities, exploring how others

parents ran the local Chinese café and gro-

had depicted (and consequently defined) this in Cana-

cery store. Fitting in was difficult in a town of fewer

da. Accompanying the show was a 72-page publication

than 10,000 people for the few who were of Chinese

of commissioned essays and artists’ pages. Both the

descent. He was still a boy when the family, except

exhibition and publication received critical attention,

for Wong’s father, relocated to the friendlier cultural

standing together as a milestone in Asian-Canadian

climate of Vancouver.

artistic history.

This was where Wong was given the use of a

In hindsight, Wong says that the success of Yellow

video camera while in high school. Regarding it

Peril compelled government agencies to take post-

as a non-judgmental instrument, he quickly fell in

colonial minority expressions more seriously. The fol-

love with it and began using it to express how he

lowing years saw a marked increase of public funding

saw the world.

and government support for exhibition opportunities.

He’s been using a video camera ever since, co-

Today, Wong’s art works are in numerous private

founding the Satellite Video Exchange Society with

and public collections including the Museum of Mod-

Michael Goldberg and Shawn Preus in 1973, and later

ern Art (New York), the Venice Biennale, Millennium

acquiring a work and video resource library space

Art Museum (Beijing), Serpentine Galleries and Tate

known as Video Inn.

Britain (London), Palais de Tokyo, (Paris), and Les Mois

Wong questions social and cultural norms through

De la Photo Montreal and the recently opened Audain
Art Museum in Whistler. He was recently awarded the

Yellow Peril: Reconsidered. Featuring experimental and

$30,000 Audain Prize for Lifetime Achievement in the

documentary photos, film and video created by 25

Visual Arts from the Audain Foundation. He is also

Asian Canadians, it was the first time that a broad

the recipient of a Governor General’s Awards in Visual

range of contemporary Asian-Canadian art was

and Media Arts and is invested in the Order of Canada.

Photo by Brian Howell

his art. In 1991, he produced a seminal piece of work,

Photo by Chiho Yeung

P

aul Wong, a celebrated multi-media artist,

Paul Wong

Paul Wong’s No Thing Is
Forever is part of the
permanent collection at
the Audain Art Museum
in Whistler, B.C.
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D

riven by his own sense of family, cultural,

it was through his creative and community build-

and country displacement, Jim Wong-Chu

ing activities that he made his significant contri-

emerged as a powerful cultural force

butions. He edited and contributed to a number

in the Asian Canadian community, who helped

of defining anthologies that gave shape to the

launch the national and global careers of many

Chinese Canadian literary world including Strike

notable contemporary writers.

the Wok, Many-Mouthed Birds, and Swallowing

An activist, community builder, mentor, writer
and photographer, Wong-Chu was co-founder of

and Evelyn Lau got a boost to their literary careers

the Asian Canadian Writers Workshop (ACWW)

through their inclusion in these collections.

and Ricepaper, a quarterly literary magazine, both

Photo by Chiho Yeung

Yee

eung

Jim Wong-Chu
1949 –2017

Yuen

(Arsenal Pulp Press), captured his own voice about

Chinese Canadian voice. He was a well-recognized

the cultural traditions and his search for belonging.

catalyst in the circles that established the LiterASIAN:

His iconic photographs documenting the people,

A Festival of Pacific Rim Asian Canadian Writing,

traditions, historic milestones, and architecture

Pender Guy Radio, the Vancouver Asian Heritage

of Vancouver’s Chinatown during a time of great

Month Society, and the annual explorAsian festival.

development and social pressure remain as power-

He immigrated to Canada from Hong Kong when

ful evidence of the seismic changes that occurred.

he was four years old with documents indicating he

He paved the way and gave support and guidance

was the son of the woman he was travelling with.

to many writers including Catherine Hernandez,

He later learned the woman who raised him as her

whose debut novel Scarborough won the ACWW’s

son was not his mother but his aunt, whose same-

Emerging Writers Award (renamed the JWC Emerging

aged child had died. After an early childhood in

Writers Award in honour of Wong-Chu); Booker prize

Merritt where he helped at his family’s Chinese café,

nominee and Governor General Award winner

Wong-Chu moved to Vancouver where he became

Madeleine Thien was one of the early editors of

a pivotal and beloved force among a generation of

Ricepaper, the journal Wong-Chu created for young

Chinese Canadians seeking their sense of belonging

emerging writers.
When the Legacy Initiatives Advisory Council

his home and open to writers and other creative

spearheaded this book project and looked for lead-

voices in the community, primed the Asian Canadian

ership and content expertise, Wong-Chu’s name

creative community and he helped many young writers

came naturally to mind as someone who had deep

define their place and voice within Canadian society.

knowledge of B.C.’s Chinese Canadian community

He worked for BC Ferries and Canada Post, but
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His collection of poetry, Chinatown Ghosts

of which played significant roles in establishing a

and cultural identity. His regular soirées, hosted at

Wong-Chu

Clouds. Authors including Paul Yee, Wayson Choy,

and would be a critical part of its creative team.
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in Canadian history in 1983. This led to subsequent

dren and young adults, historian and writer

jobs at the City of Vancouver archives and the

Paul Yee is ensuring that the immigrant and

archives in Ontario.

local experiences of Chinese Canadians are shared

In 1985, Yee helped the Chinese Cultural Centre
develop an exhibition that was part of Vancouver’s

with Canadians at an early age.
Yee was orphaned at a young age, and raised

100th anniversary. The exhibition catalogue became

by his aunt in Vancouver’s Chinatown, attending

Saltwater City: An Illustrated History of the Chinese

Lord Strathcona Elementary School and Britannia

in Vancouver which went on to win the Vancouver

Secondary School.

Book Prize in 1989.

Despite growing up in Chinatown, he didn’t

The book was also a turning point for Chinese

identify strongly with his heritage but remembers

Canadians. Yee recalls, “This was our history. The

his first awakening: “I was attending a workshop

Chinese community was very excited because the

in Chinatown and somebody was going on about

book reflected them as never had been done before.”

Chinese railway workers. I got bored so I said,

Since then, Yee has gone on to publish more than

‘Why talk about the railway workers? They were

20 works of fiction and non-fiction, many of them

just a bunch of coolies!’ The room went silent.”

winning notable prizes. Tales of Gold Mountain won

“That’s when I became aware of how far I had

the 1990 Sheila A. Egoff Children’s Book Prize, the

removed myself from my Chinese identity; I was

1990 Parents’ Choice Honor for Story Books, and is one

looking down on my own people. How did I get

of the American Library Association’s Notable Books.

these anti-Chinese feelings? I realized that I was

Ghost Train, published in 1996, won the Governor

brainwashed into thinking I was Canadian.”

General’s Literary Award for Children’s Literature.

Photo by Chiho Yeung

T

hrough his acclaimed stories geared for chil-

Yee spent the next few years seeking his identity.
He volunteered at the Chinese Cultural Centre, and
participated in festivals and protests. He also worked
on Pender Guy, an English radio program on CFRO
102.7FM at Co-op Radio. Run by fellow Chinese

Paul Yee

Canadian youth from 1976 to 1981, the vigorous show
explored issues of assimilation and cultural identity.
These experiences sparked his determination
to empower Chinese Canadians. “I was obsessed
(with identity) because of the element of power. As
Canadian-born Chinese came closer to their community and history, they became stronger. They would
take action and speak out.” This became the driving
force that spurred Yee to write and tell his stories.
Yee enrolled at the University of British Columbia,
graduating with his bachelor’s in 1978 and a master’s
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Connectors Across Cultures

W

hile Chinese Canadians are deepening

men married into the community and their children

their connections to their own culture and

became part of the living legacy that bound these two

exploring their identity with the wider

peoples together.

heterogeneous society, they are also forging bonds across
cultures. It has been this way since Chinese immigrants

Canadians worked to build and sustain a Pan-Asian

and First Nations people enjoyed a harmonious relation-

creative community; one in which artists from minority

ship long before British Columbia joined Confederation in

backgrounds throughout Asia find a creative platform

1871. The most telling relics of that history are discovered

for expression. And others made cross-cultural connec-

on the banks of the Fraser River flats where Chinese men

tions and celebrate diversity by fusing their cultures in

built elaborate gold-mining operations among First

light-hearted celebrations.

Photo by David Wong

Nations communities. These Chinese Canadian mining

120

On a more collective level, a generation of Chinese

Had it not been for the foresight and hard work of

sites from the 1800s serve as evidence of significant cul-

these cultural connectors and activists, our country

tural collaboration and historical interaction between

would be poorer, less promising and more fragmented

Chinese Canadians and First Nations. Coming from a

socially and culturally. Today both British Columbia and

rural background, those early Chinese pioneers were

Canada take pride in an artistic and cultural landscape

adept in farming. As they were not allowed to purchase

that has been enriched and energized by practitioners of

farm land, sometimes they rented plots on First Nations

Chinese and other Asian descent, thanks to the tenacious

reserves, as in the case of the Chinese market gardeners

advocacy and commitment of the cultural activists and

working on Musqueam lands in Vancouver. Some of the

bridge-builders among us.

First Nations join a Chinatown parade
in 2005, signalling shared connections.
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T

he Chinese Musqueam tie is just one of many

at UBC when he retired as a longshoreman. He found

that connect the Chinese more deeply to this

that he remembered more than he thought; like an old

land than traditional history has acknowl-

friend, the language of his childhood came flooding
back. Words would spring up suddenly from some

ing children of their Musqueam mother and Chinese

deep dark well. Soon he was persuaded to co-teach the

father. Today they work to educate British Columbians

language, eventually becoming an adjunct professor

about the interconnectedness and shared history of

now on the frontlines of keeping the oral language of

peoples in British Columbia.

the Musqueam from fading into oblivion.

University of British Columbia, Photo by Don Erhardt

edged. Larry and Howard Grant are two of four surviv-

Being children of a Chinese and Musqueam union,

Born in 1936 prematurely in a hop field in Agassiz,
B.C., Larry defied all odds and survived without the

both Larry and Howard are on a journey to redis-

help of modern science. He grew up to be a healthy

cover their dual heritage, going so far as to take a

youth. His early years were spent mainly with his

life-transforming trip to their father’s village home in

mother’s people, during which he spoke more

Zhongshan County in Guangdong, China. When they
met relatives for the first time they were shocked at

than Cantonese. The latter was the
language used only with his father and his people in

their resemblance to their uncles and cousins. They

Chinatown, where Larry attended elementary school.

also found their names in the genealogy book in their

Larry Grant

father’s ancestral hall, a place where 17 generations

Despite his fluency, in a rebellious moment during

have lived.

his teenage years, he stopped speaking either language.
Little did he know that one day he would become the
keeper of their mother’s language for the Musqueam
Nation and teach it at university.
His teaching started because of his brother
talked him into attending a language course on
, which was then being preserved and
taught at the University of British Columbia (UBC).
“But I’m going to retire,” Larry said. “Don’t
“You’ll die if you do nothing!” Howard retorted.
Howard, a Musqueam Indian Band councillor,
realizes that “When your language is gone, your

Grant family members travelled to their father's ancestral village,
Sei Moon, Guangdong, to meet one of their uncles for the first time.

culture will go too!” He thinks of all his playmates
and cousins who had gone to residential school where

Larry marvels at the courage of his grandfather,

English was used to wipe out any remnants of their

great uncles, father and uncles for crossing the ocean

mother tongue. He had the wisdom to see that older

and arriving in British Columbia where they were em-

brother Larry would succeed their mother Agnes as

braced by their mother’s people just as their mother’s

the keeper of the language for the Musqueam Nation.

great-great grandfather, Chief Capilano, had welcomed

To pacify Howard, Larry enrolled in the program

Chapter 3

Courtesy of the Royal BC Museum

you know the word ‘retire’? I want to do nothing.”

Right Relations Productions, Photo by
Sarah Ling and Alejandro Yoshizawa

Howard, forever the charmer and trickster, had

Howard Grant

Captain Vancouver and his men.
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T

odd Wong is a fifth-generation Chinese-

well-known Chinese wrapping and named the Haggis

Canadian with deep roots in British Columbia.

wonton is the star culinary attraction as contemporary

Growing up he was acutely aware of the

Chinese Canadian writers, filmmakers, playwrights

racism around him and felt the sting of racial slurs.

and musicians are celebrated and promoted. Wong,

Nonetheless his life has been focused on building

who is active in the Asian Canadian Writers’ Work-

cross-cultural understanding, promoting Asian

shop, also uses the event as a fundraising vehicle for

Canadian arts and culture, and supporting important

community causes including the Historic Joy Kogawa

community causes.

House and the Gung Haggis Fat Choy dragon boat team.

While studying at Simon Fraser University, he was

No longer confined to Vancouver, Gung Haggis

asked to wear a kilt in celebration of the Scottish bard,

Fat Choy is imitated throughout North America,

Robbie Burns’ birthday. It happened to be days before

sometimes drawing crowds of hundreds of people.

Chinese New Year—a day when families would greet

It’s been featured in award-winning television doc-

each other with, “Gung Hei Fat Choy!” (Wishing you

umentaries, Globe and Mail, Vancouver Sun, and the

happiness and prosperity!)

Hapa-Palooza festival celebrating mixed-heritage

Realizing the proximity in dates between Chinese
New Year and the Scottish bard’s birthday, he came

and cultural hybrid identity.
Wong says that people who want to make a differ-

up with a novel idea. In 1998, Wong invited 16 friends

ence should respect the history of others as well as

of Chinese and Scottish descent to celebrate Robbie

their own:

Burns Day and Chinese New Year. They read poetry
and enjoyed dinner together. The following year,

“Speak from the heart. Share from the

friends asked him to do it all over again.

heart. Respect where people come from.

Over time, Wong’s annual Gung Haggis Fat Choy
dinner has become a Vancouver cult event, serving

Cultural fusion has been happening in

as a muse for educating British Columbians about

British Columbia for a long time.”

Chinese-Canadian history and exploring culture and
art juxtaposed against a familiar Euro-centric celebration. Its unconventional menu featuring haggis,

Courtesy of VisitScotland, The Canadian Press Images
Photo by Richard Lam

Photo by Richard Montagna, Courtesy of Todd Wong

Todd Wong

Music and food are so full of fusion.

the quintessentially Scottish delicacy, wrapped in the

A life-size photo of Todd Wong was part of the 2008
Royal B.C. Museum exhibit Free Spirit: Stories of You,
Me showcasing 150 influential British Columbians,
past and present.
Todd shares some haggis wonton with Philip Riddle, then CEO of
VisitScotland, during a visit by the national tourism organization
to Vancouver in 2009.
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As more newcomers find their comfort zone among

calling for Beverly Nann who steered a

those with the same linguistic or cultural backgrounds,

number of organizations and events that

many “cultural silos” are formed. There is a role for

play a critical role in fostering healthy communities

VAHMS in connecting the diverse groups in the Pan-

and are working to break down the cultural silos

Asian community to facilitate cultural integration. As

and exploring the meaning of Canadian identity

well, in a city with almost half of its population with

and citizenship.

Asian heritage, Pan-Asian artists need a public space to

She was a driving force behind establishing the
Vancouver Asian Heritage Month Society (VAHMS)
in the 1990s and bringing it to the fore as an im-

share their talents and collaborate cross-culturally to
create harmony in diversity.
Nann, who grew up in Vancouver Chinatown in the

portant platform for Asian-Canadian artists as they

1940s and 1950s, had a strong sense of social belong-

struggled between their heritage and the mainstream

ing within that vibrant community. Yet, as a visible

society in search of their own voice and identity.

minority, she also experienced the yearnings for

Under her guidance, an annual festival called

acceptance by the society outside of the community

explorASIAN was launched to celebrate budding

to which they were socially confined. Years later she

writers, visual artists and musicians from the Pan-

played a leadership role in bringing all multicultural

Asian community in the Lower Mainland. It provides

and immigrant social service agencies under one

newcomers an inroad to Canada’s multicultural

umbrella—the Affiliation of Multicultural Societies

society; for the general public, it is a window into

and Services Agencies of B.C. (AMSSA)—to work for a

the Pan-Asian community in Canada.

more equitable and inclusive society.

To date, many Canadian artists of Asian heritage

Nann was also instrumental in drawing attention

are integrated with varying degrees of success into

to the issues of an increasingly diverse society. When

the mainstream arts and culture landscape. However,

the Laurier Institution was established as a think tank

Nann believes the advocacy and educational work

to promote dialogue on multiculturalism and diversity

cannot stop, because the mandate of VAHMS has

in Canada, she was the first paid staff member, and

new relevancy.

continues as a director. Nann is invested in the Order
of British Columbia.

Photo by John Yanyshyn, Visions West Photography

C

reating harmony in diversity has been a

Beverly Nann
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T

he Vancouver Asian Film Festival Society

Lee’s brainchild began when she completed her

(VAFF) celebrates diversity by providing a

first short film. She was looking to submit it to an

forum for independent Canadian, American

Asian film festival, but could not find one in Canada.

Asian and international filmmakers to showcase their

A friend said to her: “Why don’t we start one in

work and is the legacy of Barbara K. Lee.

Vancouver? It can’t be that hard…”

Putting together such an event requires dedicated

Famous last words, as she found out. To begin

volunteer staff: programmers who work year-round to

such an undertaking, she had to find money. Lee im-

connect with production companies and filmmakers;

pressed community philanthropists with her idea and

a selection committee to review works and determine

was able to come away with seed money but it still

a lineup; and a marketing team to choose the year’s

took a few years to launch the festival. Today VAFF is

theme and promote featured films. There are venue

an event that’s annually blocked-off on the calendars

negotiations, travel sponsorships, accommodation,

of film aficionados.

and hospitality teams for filmmakers and actors.

Each year, close to 3,000 audience members see 40

Consideration must also be given to on-site logistic

films over the four-day festival. The common thread in

and security crews, social media, and of course, the

all these films is the celebration of diversity, and genres

all-important fundraising and grant-writing exercises.

include narrative fiction, documentary, animation,

Welcome to Lee’s world. For nearly two decades,

foreign language, experimental features and shorts.

she has been the driving force behind Canada’s oldest

In 2017, VAFF celebrated its twentieth anniversary.

Photo by Chiho Yeung

Barbara Lee
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Courtesy of Vancouver Asian Film Festival Society, Photo by Alisha Weng, Poster design by Justin Ray Creative

Asian film festival.

2015 Vancouver Asian Film Festival
poster featuring model Kae Lin Whiton
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with Mandarin subtitles created a stir in 2007. While

couver’s theatre landscape, helped dispel racial

the show brought together young and old generations

stereotypes, and ensured that stories about

in laughter, not everyone received the production pos-

being a minority or growing up as a Chinese

itively. Anonymously VACT was criticized for casting

Canadian were reflected in mainstream media and

Asian actors in an American classic. The production

in particular on the stage.

company’s phone line was also vandalized to prevent

Lam grew up in East Vancouver, the daughter

audiences from reaching the information service dur-

of first-generation working-class Chinese parents.

ing show nights. It was clear that the theatre company

Despite living in a Cantonese-speaking household,

was making an impact.

teenage Lam lost most of her mother tongue as she

Droves of first-generation Chinese relived their

focused on fitting in with her English-speaking peers.

past experiences as new Canadians when they had the

In adulthood, Lam came to see that assimilation un-

opportunity to see Rodger & Hammerstein’s Flower

dervalued her Chinese heritage.

Drum Song on a Vancouver stage for the first time

With Vancouver’s Asian population reaching 30
per cent in 1999, Lam was determined to see people
like herself reflected in mainstream media and to

ever. The production was sold out and played to both
Asian Canadian and mainstream audiences.
Lam continued to push boundaries, using theatre

help Asians reclaim their heritage through theatre.

as an educational tool with the production of Red

The following year Lam became the first president

Letters in 2010—an original Canadian musical based

and artistic director of her newly founded Vancouver

on Alan Bau’s book. The show re-enacted the $500

Asian Canadian Theatre (VACT).

head tax and the Exclusion Act of 1923, capturing the

Right from the first production, Opening People’s

hope and harsh realities of early Chinese Canadian

Minds, by a Seattle Asian sketch comedy group that

immigrants and the injustices they endured under

had previously performed in the Vancouver Fringe

Canada’s then discriminatory laws. Audiences shared

Festival, the VACT hit a mark with young Asian

their own stories with VACT, proud that this past

Canadians. Its sell-out success buoyed Lam to go on

shame had been recognized through artistic expres-

to produce over 45 other contemporary theatre shows.

sion. Red Letters proved to be a production of epic

Every production told Asian Canadian stories, featur-

significance, touring to sold-out audiences in

ing Asian actors.

Vancouver, Richmond and Victoria.

VACT’s signature Asian Comedy Nights showcased

Joyce Lam

In recognition of her contributions, Lam has

local performers, permitting many Asians to pursue

been inducted to the Leadership Circle for NAAAP

their passion for acting, while maintaining the tradi-

Vancouver. As well, she was awarded the 2010 British

tional careers dictated by their cultural upbringing.

Columbia Community Achievement Award and the

VACT’s production of Neil Simon’s The Odd Couple

Photo by Chiho Yeung

J

oyce Lam’s tireless volunteer work changed Van-

2012 Cultural Harmony Award.

VRE M
R SAITTIYOA
Chapter 3Chapter
G R 4O W TTH
HEANNEDWTERRAAN: SDFIO
NM O N G T H E D I V E R S E

125
125

126

GOLD MOUNTAIN DREAMS

Social Justice Advocates

A

s a nation, Canada emerged from the Second
World War more confident and tolerant.

had allies in the wider community including Margaret

Emerging victorious in a war centred around

Mitchell, a Member of Parliament for Vancouver East,

freedom, and which put a glaring spotlight on the hor-

and Mike Harcourt, who would later become premier

rific consequences of intolerance, the nation gained new

of B.C.

respect on the world stage and an era of unprecedented
prosperity was set to unfold.
trying to change discriminatory laws, but in this fertile
and open-to-change environment after the war, the stage

Chan family outside their home
on Keefer Street.
Photos by Tony Westman (1968)

community around broader discriminatory practices.
The CTV story aired on television in 1979 was only
11 minutes long. It suggested that foreign students were

deeper social change that extended to civil rights.

taking away university seats from Canadians. Especially disturbing to Chinese Canadians was the fact that

and took on new careers. Racial discrimination directed

many of the so called “foreign” students shown in the

at individuals showed signs of easing. At the same time

story were actually Canadian-born or Canadian citizens.

there was evidence of organized focus among minori-

Outraged that they were once again being told they

ties and around minority issues. Wong Foon Sien, an

don’t belong as citizens, Chinese Canadians marched

icon of Chinese Canadian history, continued a long but

in protest in cities across Canada.

now soon-to-be successful campaign to get the vote.

Historic Chinatown: Northeast
corner of Jackson Avenue and
Georgia Street.

television story helped galvanize the Chinese Canadian

was set across the nation including British Columbia for
Chinese Canadians moved into new neighbourhoods

(From top left to right)
Aerial view of the MacLean Park
public housing project in Vancouver's
Strathcona neighbourhood.

The community activism arising in the province was
mirrored by activities across the country, and a singular

Chinese Canadians had been active for decades in

With homes and the community
under threat of expropriation
to make way for a freeway,
Vancouver Chinese families,
like the Chan family, organized a
successful opposition to the plan.

In many of these causes, the Chinese community

These protests served as a turning point for Chinese

As the physical landscape shifted, with once-robust

Canadian social activism, leading directly to the cre-

Chinese communities like New Westminster disappear-

ation of the Chinese Canadian National Council which

ing, community groups solidified around keeping other

remains active in promoting Chinese Canadian causes

communities intact.

in Canada. A community that had quietly stayed in the

The two oldest and largest Chinatowns in the province—Victoria and Vancouver—underwent positive
transformations between the 1960s and 1980s because

margins awoke, becoming politically and socially active
on a national scale.
In other fields, trail-blazers emerged to expand ser-

of concerted efforts by community activists to avert

vices and protect the rights of individuals with disabili-

their destruction. These activists and other profession-

ties, no matter their ethnicity.

als opposed expropriation of Chinese residences, helped

As Chinese Canadians collectively and successfully

revitalize these neighbourhoods and remove barriers, and

flexed their muscles, they built a network of like-mind-

opened new businesses in Chinatowns and beyond. They

ed people to combat social injustices and mediate

fought against the implementation of regulations target-

cultural differences at a time of rapid societal and

ing culturally significant practices to the community.

population growth.
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ee Wo Soon Chan knew everyone in Vancou-

location. By the time Phase III of urban renewal started

ver’s Chinatown, and everyone knew her as

in 1968, she was in university. While her father penned

their beloved Mary Chan. There was always

protesting articles for a Chinese-language newspaper,

a newcomer family to visit, a sick friend to care for,

she used her English skills to prepare letters and peti-

or a neighbour’s child to babysit. But her biggest

tions to the City of Vancouver.

project was no domestic trifle. She planned on stopPhoto courtesy of Shirley Chan

Mary Lee Chan

ping the government’s proposed highway through her

of losing our home, a place where we raised our kids,”

beloved Chinatown. Ultimately her efforts, along with

Shirley says. “Losing our life savings. And what about

those of her daughter and others in the community,

the older people? The compensation offered was not

changed the way the City of Vancouver interacted

enough to buy another home, and how would these

with its citizens.

older people work to pay for it? Families would be

The story began with the federal government planning to build a freeway through downtown Vancouver.

separated from their elders in public housing.”
Initially, these pleas fell upon deaf ears, galvaniz-

Strathcona, Vancouver’s oldest neighbourhood of

ing Mary to go door-to-door, updating neighbours

mostly ethnic Chinese residents, stood in its way.

and encouraging them to protest. Others soon joined

The community was akin to an old village transplant-

her and the Strathcona Property Owners and Tenants

ed from China to Canada. Many of the houses were

Association (SPOTA) was formed.

dilapidated, and considered an eyesore by the officials

1915–2002

“We had to tell them of the incredible hardships

In 1969, the association, now an inclusive group

who visited the neighbourhood. And no wonder. The

of Chinese and non-Chinese property owners and

city had not issued building permits for home renova-

tenants, won the support of the federal minister in

tions or major repairs in years, believing it was time

charge of housing, Robert Andras. He announced that

to implement a fresh model of North American urban

the federal funding for urban renewal (which was 50

renewal for the area.

per cent) would not proceed unless it had the support

What the government agents could not see, however, were the invisible threads of community created

of the community.
SPOTA’s community voice soon reached the media,

from deep friendships and tight-knit families. Chan

and the rest of Vancouver learned about the strong

and her husband Walter had raised their four children

feelings of Chinatown’s residents. This crossover into

in Strathcona.

English language media was the tipping point. What

Shirley Chan had been born in 1947. Just nine years

had started as one family’s campaign soon involved

Photo by Chiho Yeung

later, Phrase I of urban renewal began in Strathcona,

hundreds of people from across the city. With such

targeting the original Maclean Park. The land was

support, the petition to stop the freeway through

expropriated, and the park was moved to its current

Chinatown succeeded.

Shirley Chan
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for an English Chinese campus paper. She mentored

cation have won her many accolades, and she

first-year international and exchange students, and

is recognised as a role model for young people

promoted equity at UBC as an equity ambassador.
She went on exchange to the University of Hong

in British Columbia.
Born prematurely in Edmonton in 1988 to new im-

Kong (HKU) in 2010, although she spoke practically

migrants from Hong Kong, Ho suffered from a virus

no Chinese. There she helped HKU officials to un-

infection that caused her severe hearing loss. By three,

derstand the challenges she faced as a student with

when she lost her hearing entirely, she became one

hearing loss. Her advocacy prompted the creation of

of the first children in British Columbia to receive a

a professional staff position to support HKU students

cochlear implant, a kind of hearing aid that is surgical-

with hearing disabilities and dyslexia.

ly implanted into the ear. However, a cochlear implant

Working at the Burnaby Association for Community
Inclusion, Ho was selected to join a Fifth Space team,

does not confer full hearing.
Ho successfully navigated her public school educa-

based upon Google’s model of giving staff 20 per cent

tion years, often supported by a sign language inter-

of their work time to develop new ideas. Her team has

preter as she joined classes with hearing children.

developed a co-operative to connect small businesses

But problems with her implant made her start at the

with job seekers who have developmental challenges.

University of British Columbia (UBC) additionally

Ho is president of the Canadian Hard of Hearing

challenging. Ultimately, she required surgery for a new

Association Young Adults Network and she is a pop-

implant in her other ear. While adjusting to the new

ular speaker for the hard-of-hearing community.

device, she carried a pen and a notepad with her every-

Parents, educators, and student audiologists through-

where in order to communicate with hearing people.

out Metro Vancouver and at national conferences have

Confident and determined, Ho never let her disabil-

all heard her thoughts, and many speeches have been

ity deter her from pursuing her dreams. She had a rich

shared widely via printed articles and recordings on

university life, serving as a reporter and English editor

the Internet.

Photo by Josie Chow

R

osalind Ho’s courage, perseverance, and dedi-

Rosalind Ho

Despite losing her hearing at the age of
three, Rosalind was a very happy child.
Here she makes the 'smile' sign.
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T

he year was 1953. Faye Leung and a friend were the first Chinese to
graduate as accounting, secretarial, and typing specialists from
Vancouver College.

Although Chinese Canadians had regained their right to vote in 1947, op-

portunities and expectations for them were still very limited and the school’s
counsellor told them that being Chinese, they would not be able to find jobs.
Undaunted, Leung went to the Hudson’s Bay department store and convinced
the general manager to offer her a two-week trial, which put her among a small
contingent of Chinese Canadians to break through the colour barrier and open
doors for those who followed.
Leung became a licensed realtor in 1955. Together with her husband Dean,
Leung established Pender Realty & Insurance Agency in 1957. Their business
encompassed real estate, property management, financing and mortgages, financial planning, insurance, accounting, document translation and interpretation
services. It wasn’t long before their office became a favourite gathering place for
many locals in the community as the Leungs built what was to become a formidable and influential business empire.
Photo by C DaveRoels.com

The two were often at the forefront of business models, opening a deposit-taking
branch office for Canada Trust at 156 East Pender St., outside of Vancouver’s financial district, and pushing for real estate stratas and condominium development.
The duo had influence and willingly gave their voices to a number of causes
important to the Chinese Canadian community including the efforts to stop the
demolition of the Strathcona neighbourhood. They joined organized efforts to

Faye Leung

change federal immigration rules and over time many of these were eased, making it possible for Chinese chefs from Hong Kong to immigrate to take over from
aging Chinese chefs in Canada, and later for domestics, nannies, homecare givers
and caregivers to come to Canada. Leung also made public her support for new
immigrant investor and entrepreneur programs.
In the late 1960s, they were at the forefront of redevelopment in commercial
Chinatown leading to the opening of the six-storey commercial complex named
the Mandarin Trade Centre, which featured the famed Top of Mandarin restaurant. The latter could seat 1,600 guests for 12-course Chinese banquets, and offered
the first Hong Kong-style pushcart dim sum in the city.
Today, Leung, always sporting one of her trademark glamorous hats, is regarded as a trailblazer who carved paths in this country for Asian Canadians. Several
Vancouver organizations list her as the first-ever Chinese woman to be on their
membership rolls.
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A

ndrew (Andy) Joe was the first Chinese Canadian to graduate from
the University of British Columbia Law School and the first to be
admitted to The Law Society of British Columbia. But it was his work

as an activist lawyer both on the court and political front that he gets credit for
saving communities and cultural practices.
If succulent barbecued pork continues to be a hallmark of Chinatowns, it is
because of the legal work he did on behalf of the Vancouver Chinese BBQ Meat
Merchants Association opposing a new health bylaw that unfairly targeted
Chinese businesses. The bylaw would have forced them to change the ways that
they prepared barbecued pork, chicken, and duck. The proposed regulations were
eventually dropped.
Joe was born in Victoria in 1926, one of 13 children, with the gift of the gab.
From the time he learned English, he was a strong debater in school and, growing
up in an atmosphere of injustices, he was drawn to political action.
During the Second World War, Joe voluntarily signed up for service and was
accepted into the Royal Canadian Air Force. After his discharge in 1946, he could
don’t hire Chinese.” Left with no recourse, Joe decided to take the government's
offer of free school for all veterans and enrolled in the University of British
Columbia’s law program.
Joe’s law practice was not motivated by financial gain but social justice. He
worked closely with Wong Foon Sien, a leading advocate who lobbied for the

Photo courtesy of Andy Joe

not find work despite serving the country in war. Joe was repeatedly told, “We

removal of anti-Asian discrimination in immigration policy and the overturning
of exclusionary laws such as the ones that blocked Chinese Canadians from bringing their wives and children to Canada.
During the 1960s to 1970s, Joe was one of the leaders who helped organize
the protest against the government’s plans to expropriate Chinese residences in

Andrew Joe

Strathcona and build a freeway through Chinatown.
Many who came to him for legal help could not afford a lawyer. That did not
deter him from acting on their behalf, especially when they needed help dealing
with government and the legal system. To make ends meet, he worked nights at a
liquor store, living frugally and never spending money on himself.
As a crusader for social justice and one of the unsung heroes in the history of
Vancouver’s Chinatown, Joe helped Chinese Canadians use the legal system to
assert their rights as citizens.
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P

owerful leader, activist, and journalist Wong Foon Sien was an influential
spokesperson for the Chinese Canadian community, credited with leading
the charge on civil and human rights issues and especially pushing for a

return of Chinese Canadian’s right to vote and changes to immigration policies
leading up to the point system. Specifically, he is credited with successfully lobbying for changes that reunified families.
An early leader of the Chinese Benevolent Association of Vancouver, he was
referred to as the “spokesman for Chinatown” or as “mayor of Chinatown,” something not appreciated by all Chinese Canadians.
He was inspired to activism when Dr. Sun Yat-Sen visited Cumberland on a
fundraising trip in 1911. While living in Victoria he became a member of the
Chinese Canadian Club (Tong-yuen Wui) before moving to Vancouver where he
was among the first five Chinese to attend the University of British Columbia.
He became the president of the Chinese Students' Alliance of Canada.
Wong stayed in university only one year before being recruited by B.C.’s attor-

ney general to serve as a court interpreter. One of his early cases was the trial in
1924 of Wong Foon Sing, the houseboy accused of killing nursemaid Janet Smith.
His activism skills were further nurtured in the late 1930s when he was appointed publicity agent for the Chinese Benevolent Association’s aid-to-China
program. He, along with Roy Mah and others, were successful in stopping the
export of scrap metals to Japan during the Second World War and he became
Vancouver Public Library Archives 60589

Wong Foon Sien

known as “Japan’s No. 1 enemy in North America.”
By 1945, he was heading a campaign for Canadian governments to grant voting
rights to Chinese Canadians. These were granted federally and provincially by
1947, and municipally by 1949.
After the Chinese Immigration Act was repealed in 1947, he became the president of the Chinese Benevolent Association and through to 1959 was a central
figure in the campaign to eliminate the federal immigration restrictions and
obtain redress for the head tax.
In the 1960s, he spearheaded a successful campaign to save the city of Vancouver
from appropriating and demolishing residential properties in the Strathcona area.
Wong was an active member of the Wong Kung Har Society, the Chinese
Canadian Citizens Association, the Chinese Trade Workers Association and the
Liberal Party, Vancouver Centre branch. He was a founder and board member
of the Vancouver Civic Association, the forerunner of the B.C. Human Rights
Council. He had a membership in the Canadian Council of Christians and Jews
and the Vancouver Citizenship Council where he served as a Chinese community

1899 – 1971

representative on the B.C. Ethnic Sub-Committee.
On Aug. 26, 2008, he was registered in the Persons of National Historic
Significance, a register of people designated by the Government of Canada
as being nationally significant in the history of the country.
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Vancouver Public Library Archives 60589

Wong Foon Sien, at the far right, was an influential community activist who sought to end discrimination against Chinese Canadians and other minority groups.

Photo by Jim Wong-Chu

When Chinese barbecue meat shops were forced to close in the mid-1970s, protesters took to the streets to highlight the targeted discriminatory tactics.
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H A R D WO R K PAY S OFF

Ch a p t er 4

The New Era: Diversity Among the Diverse

T

he Chinese Canadian impact on British

in their fields. And still others gave time, talent and

Columbia continued after the Second World

treasure to support good causes. They served as

openness to foreign cultures and ideas, its entrepre-

War with earlier generations overcoming

activists, community leaders, philanthropists, and

neurial and can-do spirit — has left an indelible imprint

barriers that had limited and segregated them within

politicians. Their contributions extend beyond Chinese

on British Columbia society. The Hong Kong Pavilion

society and a surge of new immigration created a new

Canadian communities; the difference they have made

and the dragon boat races at Expo 86 captured vividly

diversity of Chinese Canadian communities. During

is felt beyond British Columbia and even Canada.

the vivacious effects of British Columbia’s connections

the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s a large number of immi-

The cultural landscape changed too. Today, a

grants and refugees came from Hong Kong and from

review of Chinese restaurants in Metro Vancouver

also evident in the evolving cityscape of Metro Van-

other parts of Southeast Asia. Other ethnic Chinese

reveals a whole spectrum of Chinese regional cuisines:

couver and resort communities such as Kelowna and

from Latin America, the Caribbean, South Africa, and

simple to sophisticated Cantonese fare, spicy Sichuan

Whistler. The architecture and living style of high-rise

India also contributed to the changing face of Canada.

and Hunan eateries, Peking (Beijing), Shanghai, Swatow

residential condos can be attributed to Hong Kong

While earlier generations almost all emigrated from a

(Chiu Chow), and Hakka. Sino-Vietnamese (ethnic

Chinese architects and developers.

small rural area of southern China, carrying with them

Chinese Vietnamese) fleeing Vietnam, called Boat

the cultural practices and traditions from that region,

People by the media, opened distinctive Vietnamese

planned urban community reminiscent of some of

the more recent immigrants came from many parts

pho noodle restaurants wherever they went in Canada.

Asia’s metropolises —Singapore, Taipei, and Tokyo —

of the globe and under very different circumstances.

These cultural offerings have become part of a dynam-

but also unique to Vancouver. Slim residential towers

Some fled political turmoil and some sought better

ic food scene in British Columbia, contributing to the

(often on a commercial podium) between view corri-

education for their children, but their diversity of

diversity and range of creative culinary expressions in

dors resulted in a mixed-use open space at the ground

origins has created many different ways of identifying

the province.

level. Such spaces would often be used as food markets,

as Chinese Canadian.
Recent Chinese immigration has also brought an

The diverse cultural composition of Chinese Canadian communities in B.C. is mirrored in the Chinese

Hong Kong-style urbane culture—including its

to Hong Kong. The influence of Hong Kong culture is

Vancouver’s business district transformed into a

public areas and green zones. This form of development
became known internationally as “Vancouverism”.

Courtesy of Tourism Richmond, Photo by Simon Ratcliffe

increasing number of Mandarin (also called Guoyu

spoken locally. Taishanese (Toisanese) was often used

or Putonghua in Chinese) speakers from Taiwan and

by the pioneers who had largely originated from the

increasingly left behind, the 21st century ushered

Mainland China. Unlike their early counterparts from

rural Si-Yi (Sze-Yup) region in southern Guangdong

in strategies to ensure British Columbia would be

southern Guangdong with its long history of overseas

province and it is still used among many of the older

linked with Asia’s fast-developing economies. Today

migration, they had few or no prior family connections

generations of overseas Chinese whose roots run deep.

the province positions itself as Canada’s gateway to

in Canada.

But more popular now is Cantonese, the language

With the era of discrimination and exclusion

Asia Pacific and sees its economic future linked to the

used by people in Guangzhou (historically called

international trade networks Chinese Canadians have

challenges and opportunities during this period in a

“Canton,” the provincial capital of Guangdong) and in

helped build over the past 160 years. Those links have

number of ways. Some built bridges of understanding

the former British Colony of Hong Kong. It gradually

contributed to the diversification of British Columbia’s

between newcomers and locals to create common

became the most commonly spoken form of Chinese

resource-based economy, and today the province is

ground. Others made a difference by becoming the

outside of mainland China and Taiwan and still remains

ideally situated for global trade, development, and

best they could in their respective vocations, often

the common language used in many Chinatowns

higher education opportunities.

breaking new ground as the first Chinese Canadians

around the world.

Chinese Canadians responded to the societal
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The election of trail-blazer Douglas Jung to
the House of Commons signalled a new era
of Chinese Canadian participation in society.
Vancouver Public Library Archives 41618B

Media professionals like Roy Mah became
crucial influencers for improving the
rights of Chinese Canadians.
Courtesy of Roy Mah Family
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Services for new immigrants to Canada were
strengthened by individuals like Angela Kan
who later became a Citizenship Court judge.

Alan Lowe, far right, became Victoria’s
first mayor of Chinese descent.
Courtesy of Alan Lowe

Caption re Alan Lowe

Photo: David Wong

Courtesy of Angela Kan

Pender Guy Radio Program, an English radio show produced by
third generation Chinese Canadians, ran between 1976 and 1981.
Courtesy of Jim Wong-Chu

In sports, Chinese Canadians like Carol Huynh,
brought Canada pride through Olympic wins.
Photo by Brigitta Vanheek
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Bridge-Builders Between Newcomers and Locals

T

here has always been a long tradition of mutual

and applying for federal funding to launch The Chinese

support in Chinese Canadian communities and

Connection Project, a pilot project which lasted three

forms of social services were provided by clan

years and provided direct information and referral services

associations and organizations such as the Chinese
Benevolent Association (CBA) and Chinese Freemasons.

Many of the individuals behind the pilot, and certain-

However, different challenges accompanied the large new

ly the ideas and knowledge that grew from it, formed the

influx of immigrants who started to arrive in the 1960s,

United Chinese Community Enrichment Services Society,

sparked by changes to Canadian immigration policy,

which uniquely focused on Chinese immigrants. Starting

increased ease for international students to obtain landed

in the early 1970s, it later became better known as

immigration status upon graduation, and political insta-

S.U.C.C.E.S.S., an organisation that grew into the biggest

bility in other countries which made Canada very attrac-

immigration service agency, and was emulated in other

tive to people seeking refuge or opportunity.

major cities throughout Canada. Equally important, it

Unlike the early Chinese settlers who hailed from
rural villages, many of these newcomers were urbanites,
well-educated, proficient in English and equipped to contribute immediately to their adopted country.
Approximately 45,500 Chinese immigrants landed in
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to new immigrants.

spawned a new generation of Canadian Chinese leaders and
effective advocates for the Chinese Canadian community.
The end of the Vietnam war provided British Columbians with the opportunity to lend relocation and settlement assistance to thousands of refugee families, many

Canada between 1966 and 1972. (This was only a fraction

of whom were ethnic Chinese. Between 1975 and 1978,

of the total leading to another peak in general immigration

Canada accepted between 50,000 to 60,000 Vietnamese

in the mid-70s). Most made their first stop in Vancouver.

refugees and private organizations and church groups

Those who were non-English-speaking required help set-

across Canada sponsored refugee families and helped in

tling in, and this created a large service gap that churches

resettlement efforts. In Vancouver, organizations such as

and governments struggled to fill. Observing this, some

S.U.C.C.E.S.S., the CBA and the Chinese Cultural Centre

of the well-educated professional immigrants took it upon

formed the Vietnamese Refugees Assistance Association

themselves to help, founding a non-profit organization

in August of 1978.
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T

ung Chan rose to the top of a career in finance, but his deep legacy has
been around brokering understanding between Chinese and English
speaking communities in Canada. As much as anyone, he understood the

importance for Chinese Canadians to deepen their inclusion into all aspects of
Canadian society.
He advocated for better representation of Chinese Canadians in mainstream
media by meeting with publishing executives and sitting on the editorial board of
Business in Vancouver magazine. His liaison work ensured that the English media
would cover issues important to Chinese Canadian communities, and that the
CBC would include voices of new immigrants, especially around election time.
After an illustrious banking career he took on the role as chief executive
officer of S.U.C.C.E.S.S., an organization he had first come to as a volunteer and
then serving as a young director on the board. During this time, he observed how
the politically savvy directors used advocacy to influence government policies,
media and public opinions.
Back in 1990, the mayor of Vancouver was seeking candidates from the
Chinese Canadian community for the next election. Chan offered himself to set
an example for others. He won, and became the first Hong Kong Chinese immigrant elected to Vancouver City Council. By entering politics in British Columbia,
he became a trailblazer who inspired other new Canadians to exercise their
voting rights. Over the years, he has encouraged and mentored many Asian
Chan has come a long way since 1974 when he was serving tables and taking
English classes in order to proceed with his undergraduate studies. As a young
man, he struggled with the Confucian values inculcated by his father, trying to
balance virtues such as modesty and self-effacement with the need to appear
confident and demonstrate achievements in his banking career.

Courtesy of S.U.C.C.E.S.S.

Canadian politicians at all levels of government.

In retirement, he remains a champion for immigrant communities, serving as
chair of the National Museum of Immigration at Pier 21 in Halifax, Nova Scotia;
and as honourary captain of the Royal Canadian Navy, Maritime Pacific Headquarters in Esquimalt, British Columbia. Between travelling from his home to
Halifax and Esquimalt, he also writes articles for the media and maintains a blog

Tung Chan

on issues close to his heart.
Chan is invested in the Order of British Columbia.
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A

ctivist. Politician. Teacher. Bureaucrat. They are all hats worn both by
Maggie and Kelly Ip in the pursuit of promoting cultural harmony,
community development and good citizenship. Their pursuit of those

goals in their adopted country has been executed with such vigor, that Kelly was
elected president of the Canadian Club of Vancouver, an organization that promotes Canadian identity and fosters patriotic sentiment. It marked the first time
in Canada that a Canadian of Chinese descent held the role.
The two met in Ottawa after both came to Canada for opportunities in higher
learning. Kelly, then president of the International Students’ Association at the
University of Ottawa, was helping foreign students who had just arrived on campus. When he spotted Maggie lining up for course registration, he was only too
happy to help, and she was impressed by his courteous attention.
During the 1970s, they relocated to Vancouver where they became a formidable couple working on the frontlines of helping new immigrants settle. Maggie
volunteered at the YWCA and United Way during the period when thousands of
Photo by Dave Roels

Chinese immigrants arrived in British Columbia each year. Service organizations
and churches would invite her to give talks to the newcomers and to help the
organizers understand the needs of those immigrants. In 1973, she co-founded
an organization to advocate and provide services to help new immigrants settle
and integrate into their new country. That was the beginning of S.U.C.C.E.S.S.

Maggie and
Kelly Ip

Meanwhile Kelly became the regional director in charge of the Citizenship Courts
in B.C. and Yukon.
By the 1990s, a new influx of immigrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan—bringing capital, business experience and skills—elicited some backlash. There were
accusations about the newcomers buying up properties and cutting down trees to
build large houses. Believing that some of the tension could be addressed through
municipal bylaws, Maggie successfully ran for the city council of Vancouver in 1993.
Between Maggie and Kelly, they have promoted cultural harmony and community development in their chosen homeland, earning them the appreciation of the
community and government.
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ngela Kan’s educational degrees are in sociology and social work, but her
career has been as a community builder.
Kan, hired to head up the new S.U.C.C.E.S.S. organization, was

among a group of well-educated immigrant Chinese women who focused their
energies on improving the lives of immigrants who came behind them.
While at S.U.C.C.E.S.S. from 1977 to 1986, Kan laid a strong foundation for the
then fledgling service agency. Working with a board of dedicated citizens, they
lobbied the government for funding to provide services needed by the increasing
number of immigrants entering Canada’s major cities.
Kan’s dedication and sterling qualities were noticed by Pat Carney, the then
MP from Vancouver Centre, who was looking for a woman of Asian descent to
fill a vacancy as a full-time Citizenship Court judge. When Carney called Kan to
request her consent before putting forth her recommendation to the prime minnot our board chair?” as she was used to working behind the scenes and directing
attention to others.
Kan became the first Chinese Canadian woman to ever be appointed as a
Citizenship Court judge in Western Canada, a role that took her around the province presiding over citizenship ceremonies. Through reading the applicants’ files

Courtesy of Angela Kan

ister, the humble woman asked incredulously: “Are you sure you want me, and

and meeting them in person, she gained a deeper understanding of why people
from around the world immigrated to Canada. She also learned about their struggles and triumphs as they adjusted to an unfamiliar environment and language.
Upon completing her federal appointment, she went on to serve as the

Angela Kan

executive director of the Chinese Cultural Centre (CCC). It was during her watch
that the adjacent CCC museum was built. Later she led the development of the
Chinese Christian Mission (CCM) Centre in Burnaby, now a vibrant hub for
Christians and non-Christians seeking spiritual and social support. Under Kan’s
leadership, four other CCM centres across Canada have also flourished.
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L

ilian To’s diminutive stature was in direct contrast to the giant impact
she had on British Columbia and Canada.
A social worker by training, To came to British Columbia from Hong

Kong to join her fiancé. In 1974, she started her work on a ground breaking
federal pilot program related to immigration services of a grassroots agency—
United Chinese Community Enrichment Services Society—that soon became
known more simply as S.U.C.C.E.S.S.
Under her leadership, the organisation grew into the biggest immigration

service agency in Vancouver, now serving more than 760,000 people annually
in over 20 locations including Greater Vancouver, Fort St. John and overseas in
Taipei, Taiwan, and Seoul, Korea.
To suffered a fatal heart attack in 2005, and the event left her husband Chi-tat
and sons in shock. Also shaken were tens of thousands of people in British Columbia, including Lieutenant-Governor David Lam. Lam was waiting in the wings of a
church, listening to the choir he had founded, and getting ready for an interview
by a local TV station. Someone whispered the sad news into the LieutenantGovernor’s ears and tears started to stream down his face. The camera caught
Courtesy of S.U.C.C.E.S.S.

him in tears, and the reporter assumed he was moved by the hymn being sung.
Over a thousand people came to the funeral to remember To who, through
her selfless dedication, motivated others to pay attention to the vulnerable and
marginalized. She mentored many professionals and volunteers on how to serve
with compassion and humility.
In addition to building an influential agency, To’s legacy of helping immigrants

Lilian To

continues through an educational bursary in her name given to eligible Canadian
citizens and landed immigrants.

1945 – 2005
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In the Public Eye: Reaching Beyond Limits

P

ublic policies put in place in the last half century

Initially the Chinese media operating in the province

with issues of cultural identity. Although at times irrev-

have removed many of the barriers of racism in

primarily confined itself to informing, influencing and

erent and scathing in its social commentary, its influence

British Columbia and Canada. Today, the descen-

educating Chinese-speaking Canadians. At the pinnacle

was anything but trifling as evident in its winning the

dants of early Chinese settlers, as well as new immigrants

of its influence the earliest Chinese newspaper, the

1980 Media Human Rights Award from B’nai B’rith of

from anywhere in the world, have a better chance than

Chinese Times, published by the Chinese Freemasons

Canada for its insightful and in-depth analysis.

those who came before to excel in almost any field. As

in Vancouver, served as the commanding authority for

evident in fields that have high public visibility, Chinese

Cantonese-speakers all around North America who, even

sufficiently to support several Chinese language dailies,

Canadians are excelling in the sporting arena and on the

if they couldn’t afford to buy it or could not read it them-

multiple radio and TV channels in Cantonese and Manda-

world art stages. They often reach the top rung of public

selves, would gather to hear news stories read aloud.

rin, a slew of magazines, and online publications largely

organizations. It is common now for them to serve in

While it remains true that today the primary audience

By the 1990s, the Chinese population had expanded

financed by advertising revenue. Today the Chinese media

elected office. And in the media their roles and influence

for Chinese language media remains Chinese Canadian

landscape in British Columbia is among the most robust

is spread far beyond the Chinese Canadian community.

communities, its reach, influence and importance as a

among the multicultural sector, with competing enter-

source of information extends to the broader society as

prises over a variety of media forms. Print rivals Ming Pao,

fold. They are role models for other Canadians Chinese

businesses, governments, and social agencies look to the

Sing Tao Daily, and World Journal help shape the views of

and non-Chinese to follow. In the arena of sporting and

views in Chinese language media to better understand

hundreds of thousands of readers, and their circulation are

arts excellence, they build our national pride. They shape

how to serve all of the Canadian public.

larger than English language dailies.

In these roles their contributions to society are multi-

public discourse and public policy on matters both unique

Beginning in the postwar years, the publication of the

More competition has fostered the development of

to Chinese Canadians and those of the broader commu-

English-language Chinatown News connected with a read-

on-air personalities like Fairchild television hosts Deborah

nity. Their full participation is permitting, at long last,

ership of younger Chinese Canadians, but to the broader

Moore. In radio, Jack Lee won the B’nai B’rith National Hu-

British Columbians and Canadians to see a more accurate

society it served as a powerful source of information about

man Rights Award as CKWX Vancouver news director. Lee

reflection of our society.

Chinese Canadian issues and concerns. Later on, Canton-

was on the front of the wave of a growing number of Chinese

ese language radio such as the Overseas Chinese Voice,

Canadians working in mainstream media and which include

cal landscape for almost three-quarters of a century from

whose programming is now incorporated into the multi-

people like Colleen Leung, the first Chinese Canadian on air

disenfranchisement in 1874 to 1947 when the right to vote

cultural radio station of CHMB AM 1320, was, and con-

news reporter, and anchor at BCTV, preceding Sophie Liu,

was regained, today it is common to see them serving

tinues to be, a main source of news and entertainment for

now a familiar face on Global BC’s Morning News.

municipal, provincial and federal levels of government

earlier generations of Cantonese speaking immigrants.

While Chinese Canadians were erased from the politi-

thanks to many trailblazers beginning with Douglas Jung,

In the 1970s and 1980s, Pender Guy, a radio co-op, be-

After decades of discrimination and exclusion, there are
no limits for Chinese Canadians to make contributions to

came notable for its incubation of a generation of creative

British Columbia society and there’s evidence in all visible

minds and community activists. Local-born and recently

arenas—public agencies, politics, media, sports, and arts

bright spotlight on the contributions of Chinese Canadians

arrived Chinese Canadian youth used the co-op to explore

and culture—that they are matching their participation

because of its noticeable public profile each and everyday.

local politics, human rights, and social injustices, along

with that of other Canadians.

who was the first Chinese Canadian to hold elected office.
The evolution of the media landscape puts an especially
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da Chong was elected as member of the Legislative

I

Her mom, Yoke Yee, had arrived from China in

Assembly (MLA) for the riding of Oak Bay-Gordon

1952. She was always Chong’s support and role model,

Head in Victoria on May 28, 1996. It was an histor-

instilling in her daughter the values of hard work, in-

ic moment as the 39-year-old earned the distinction

tegrity, and respect. These values encouraged young

of being the first local-born Asian Canadian, male or

Chong to be aware of issues such as her own cultural

female, to be elected as MLA in British Columbia.

identity and discrimination. Eventually, her desire to

Chong was not new to public office though. She had

effect change led her into the world of politics.
Three years after Chong received her Certified

just served three years on Saanich city council.
Her family originated from Hoy Ping County, China.
Her grandfather arrived in British Columbia in 1892,

childhood friend, Karen, founded Victoria’s first all-

and settled in the thriving Chinese community just

female accounting partnership, Kesteloo and Chong

west of what was then the town of Cumberland.

Certified General Accountants. During this time,

Chong’s father Peter was born there in 1917.

Chong realized that the Saanich city council comprised mostly older individuals. There was no repre-

Chong was born and raised in Victoria, in a neigh-

sentation for younger people, or visible minorities.

bourhood near Chinatown. She attended the Victoria

There were role models from the Chinese Canadi-

Chinese Public School on Fisgard Street, the first
Photo by Sharon Tiffin

Ida Chong

General Accountants designation in 1984, she and her

school of its kind in Canada. When Chong was 10 her

an community in politics: Ed Lum had served as the

family moved to the neighbourhood of Gordon Head,

Mayor of Saanich in 1974 and although Chong felt

where Chinese Canadians accounted for about two

little encouragement to run for office from the local

per cent of the population. Her childhood was chal-

Chinese Canadian community, she ran for council

lenging, as she was an introverted child and often

and easily won.
During her 17 years as an MLA, Chong chaired and

faced racism. She remembers:

served on a variety of committees and held 10 minis“It was difficult for me to make friends

terial portfolios.

in my own age group, so the children

A trailblazer, Chong is now a role model for future

I played with were about half my age.”

Chinese Canadian leaders and shares her advice:
“Appreciate our differences, believe in yourself. My work as a MLA has made me a better
British Columbian and a better Canadian. Go
out there, volunteer… or get elected!
It’s not easy being (both) a parent and a
politician. There are many sacrifices to be
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made as a politician, including time away
from your family. But you will meet people;
you will meet different groups and organizaCourtesy of Ida Chong

Mother Yoke Yee Chong,
nee Kwan, instilled strong
values and a deep cultural
appreciation in Ida Chong
(far right) and her siblings
while raising them in a
predominately white
Victoria neighbourhood.

tions you’d never otherwise meet.
BC is a beautiful province. Its people,
cultures, and languages make us diverse, but
we all live together and belong to it.”
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n 1976, a young Lori Fung watched Romania’s

to win. However, the Eastern-led boycott of the 1984

Nadia Comaneci on television become the first

Summer Olympics pushed them out of the competition.

gymnast in Olympic history to be awarded the

Fung still faced the next favoured to win: Romania’s

perfect score of 10.0. She told her parents, “I want to

Doina Stăiculescu.
On the final day of the competition, Stăiculescu

Lori Fung Methorst was born in Vancouver on

left an opening for Fung who performed her routine

February 21, 1963. She developed a passion for rhythmic

flawlessly. When the scores came in she had beat

gymnastics at a very early age, and trained obsessively

Stăiculescu for the first-ever Olympic gold medal in

to be the very best. She kept telling everyone that she

rhythmic gymnastics. As a new Olympic champion,

would win an Olympic medal. No one believed that

Fung became a celebrity in her home country. She

would ever happen; rhythmic gymnastics was not then

was invited to perform in front of many, including:

an Olympic sport.

Pope John Paul II, Prince Charles and Princess Diana,

By 21 Fung was among the sport’s top competitors

Elton John, and the prime minister of Canada.

taking claim to Western Canada’s all-round champion

In 1985, Fung received the Order of Canada. That

of rhythmic gymnastics in 1981, and finishing 16th in

same year, she was inducted into the British Columbia

rope apparatus in the world championships that year.

Sports Hall of Fame. She received the Order of British

The accolades and competition success kept mounting

Columbia in 1990, and was inducted into Canada’s

in national and world championships.

Sports Halls of Fame in 2004.

Under the coaching of Bulgarian-born Liliana

She has been a coach for the Canadian National

Dimitrova, Fung was in peak form when rhythmic

Team, USA National Team, and Mexico National Team.

gymnastics was officially added as an Olympic sport

Currently, she is a director and coach for Club Elite

in 1984 but gymnasts from the Union of Soviet Social-

Rhythmic Gymnastics in Vancouver.

BC Sports Hall of Fame Archives 6259.9, Photo by Kent Kallberg

ist Republics (U.S.S.R.) and Bulgaria were favoured

Chapter 4

Photo courtesy of Lori Fung

become that.”

Lori Fung

Canadians swelled with pride when Lori
Fung made history by winning the first-ever
gold medal in rhythmic gymnastics.
N EE RWS IETRYAA
: D
EG
R STI H
TY
AM
T H EChapter
N E W 4E R AT:HDEI V
MIOVN
E D
I VOEN
RG
S ET H E D I V E R S E

145
145

A

ndrea Holmes is an inspiration to all of us,

Relay with her father passing her the flame, and then

and especially to those with disabilities.

lighting the community cauldron surrounded by her

After she was born in Vancouver in 1982

friends and family. The most memorable moment,

with a condition called fibular hemimelia in her left

however, was when she ran as one of 10 Canadian

leg, her parents made the difficult decision to ampu-

torchbearers for the 2008 Paralympic Torch Relay.

tate her leg so she could have an active lifestyle while

That was also the first time she visited the Great Wall

using a prosthetic. Growing up, Holmes saw herself

in China, the country that her maternal great-great

as no different from others. She loved sports, and

grandfather had left to build a railway in Canada.

could run as fast as any child at school. However, she

Andrea holds a degree in international business

had never heard of the Paralympics until she watched

from the University of Victoria, and has further

the Salt Lake City 2002 Winter Paralympic Games on

studied in investment and real estate. She currently

television. It stirred her to train, eventually earning a

works in banking, and has been an RBC Olympian

place on Team Canada in para-athletics.

since 2011.

Today she is the Canadian record-holder in high

Holmes strives to balance her life as an athlete with

jump, four-time champion in long jump, and three-

her profession outside of sport. She works to promote

time champion in the 100-metre run. In 2004, she

the Paralympic movement, and motivates others to

competed in the Paralympics Games and placed eighth.

set their own athletic goals. In recent years, she has

One of her favourite sporting moments was watch-

become an ambassador for a charity that helps aban-

ing the Canadian flag being raised at the 2007 Para-

doned children left at the Hengyang Care Home in

pan Am Games when she received her bronze medal.

China. She loves being with those children, setting a

Another was running the 2010 Paralympic Torch

good example and bringing them hope and laughter.

Photo by Coni Martin

Andrea Holmes
Photo by Thelma Wright

Inspirational Andrea Holmes has set records in Paralympic track events.
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T

he first time Carol Huynh qualified for the

excited and nervous, but calm at the same

2008 Canadian Olympics wrestling team,

time when I was standing out on the raised

no one expected her to be on the podium.

platform being introduced. I felt like I was

Her upcoming final in wrestling freestyle in her

exuding confidence and positivity.”

48 kilogram weight class would be against Japan’s
Chiharu Icho, the 2004 Olympic silver medallist and
three-time world champion. Recalling the single most

Huynh defeated Icho by a score of 4-0 and 2-1.

important match of her life, Huynh says:
“When the final whistle blew, and I knew
“I remember heading back to my room in

I was an Olympic champion, I nearly lost

the Olympic Village after I had won my

my mind with happiness, excitement, and

semi-final match. I tried to get some rest,

disbelief. It was amazing! I’ll never forget

but I could not stop visualising what I

that moment.”

wanted my final match against Icho to
look like.”

Huynh is the daughter of ethnic Chinese refugees

“On the way back to the stadium, there was

being sponsored by the local United Church. At age 15,

a bit of a mix-up in transportation and we

Huynh took up wrestling, just like her other sisters. By

arrived late. I did not have much time to

the time she was ready to graduate from high school,

warm up, but I knew I was as ready as I

Simon Fraser University recruited her for their wres-

was ever going to be. It didn’t bother me

tling team. By 2000, she was competing for Canada,

that my prep wasn’t ideal, it didn’t bother

first at the Junior World Championships and through

me that I had never beaten Icho in the

to 2012 when she won another Olympic medal. The

10 years we had been competing against

following year she was inducted into the Internation-

each other. As the underdog, there was no

al Federation of Associated Wrestling Styles Hall of

pressure on me. I was going to compete to

Fame, and was appointed as a chairwoman to the In-

the best of my ability, and I knew if I did I

ternational Wrestling Federation. In late 2017, she was

could be the best in the world! I was really

inducted into Canada̕s Sports Hall of Fame.

Photo by Ewan Nicholson

from Vietnam who settled in Hazelton, B.C. after

Carol Huynh
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W

innie Hwo grew up in an affluent family

Cathay TV became Fairchild Television in 1993. At

in Hong Kong. While finishing high

Fairchild, she led a team of passionate people who

school, she fell in love with a Chinese

saw themselves as the community’s voice. Their in-

Canadian man. For the next few years she visited him

vestigative journalism earned them multiple awards

in Kitimat, B.C., flying there in between her study

for Best Reporting—Chinese Language from The Jack

breaks from the United Kingdom. She liked what she

Webster Foundation.

saw of Canada. Before long, Hwo and the rest of her
family migrated here; it was the 1980s.
Hwo attended Simon Fraser University, pursuing

In the summer of 1993, Hwo was sent to cover an
environmental struggle that was gaining international attention. The assignment, as it turned out, would

a degree in history. She followed this with a graduate

guide her career into a whole new arena. What she

degree from the Ryerson School of Journalism.

witnessed puzzled her:

Upon graduating, her father encouraged her to

Photo courtesy of Winnie Hwo

settle into a career. Hwo was a fan of Cathay television,

“It was a time when environmental activists

then a relatively new Chinese-language media outlet.

from all over the world collaborated to save

In 1987, the TV station placed an ad for a full-time

the old growth forest in Clayoquot Sound

reporter. Hwo applied, and got the job. Looking back,

(on the west coast of Vancouver Island).

she says:

People were chaining themselves to old
growth trees. These were well-educated

“As a young immigrant woman, this was

people… so I asked myself, “Why would

the best thing that could happen to me.

brilliant people do such a perceived

Back then, Cathay TV owners were all part

stupid thing?”

of Chinatown—from the generations who

Winnie Hwo

experienced and survived Canada’s racism.
The fear of racism was the environment

The experience changed her outlook on journal-

they grew up in. They did not want to get

ism. She was no longer satisfied with being a mere

pulled down, so they made sure that new

observer. She wanted to engage new Canadians on

immigrants could learn what Canada was

environmental issues and climate change solutions,

all about, the context of knowing how

and through a role with the David Suzuki Foundation

ancestors risked their lives in the historic

as climate change and clean energy campaigner she

efforts of the right to vote. (And also) how

was able to do both.

new immigrants could contribute to Canada
and make it better.”

Hwo now considers this work to be an extension
and evolution of herself as a journalist, enabling herself to be a bridge between youth in the green move-

Hwo worked her way up the ranks, eventually
becoming the news and current affairs director when
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ment and other cultures with the goal of a better
environment for all.
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and by 1949 was at the start of a 20-year career as an

family”, and it held true for Dorothy Chung

accountant at Chilliwack General Hospital. With the

Kostrzewa. When both her parents passed

support of many doctors at the hospital and prominent

away, they left eight children, with Dorothy as the

individuals, she ran for city council.

youngest. At the time, social welfare workers wanted

She handily won her first election to become an

to place the youngest three siblings into foster homes.

alderman of the Township of Chilliwack and the first

Friends and family fought to keep them together

Chinese Canadian woman ever elected to public office

with their older brothers and sisters. The community
watched over, protected, and supported them, know-

in Canada.
Richard and Karen Kostrzewa, son and daughter of

ing that they would be safer and that their parents

Dorothy, recall: “The home phone would ring at all times

would have wanted this. Kostrzewa never forgot this.

of the day and night, with people asking for her assis-

Growing up in her loving family provided her the

tance to solve their problem. And no matter how small

foundation to go on to be an influential community

or large of a problem, mother would do her best to help.”

leader in Chilliwack.

She was “tireless,” always making sure she was home

Kostrzewa’s father, Bing Kee Chung, was born in
China around 1870. He arrived in Chilliwack when it
was still called Centreville. He was trained in Tradi-

and available when her children returned from school.
As well, there was always a hot meal for the family.
Kostrzewa, who passed away on January 11, 2013,

tional Chinese Medicine but turned to farming and

served 31 years in municipal politics alongside seven

opened a store where he kept a wall of Chinese herbs

mayors, finally stepping down in 2008. She has been

he used for treating Chinese and non-Chinese alike.

named Chilliwack’s Sportsman of the Year, a Paul

Her mother, Lyn Chi, was a second wife for Chung,

Harris Fellow by the Chilliwack Rotary Club, Chilli-

coming to Canada in 1910.

wack’s Woman of the Year, a member of the Order of
Chilliwack, and one of Chilliwack’s Community Sports

extremely industrious, finishing high school to study

Heroes. In 2006, she was named by the Vancouver Sun

both art and accounting at the same time. She took

as one of 100 Chinese Canadians making a difference

a job at a fish and chips shop to pay for her schooling

in British Columbia.

Courtesy of Kostrzewa family

As a young woman Kostrzewa proved herself to be

Chapter 4

Dorothy Chung Kostrzewa was a significant ambassador for community
sports in Chilliwack; she especially
loved playing tennis. The tennis courts
at Portage Park in Chilliwack were
renamed in her memory.
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T

here’s a saying, “It takes a village to raise a

Dorothy Chung
Kostrzewa
1928 – 2013
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spring in his steps towards the General Assembly hall.

T

Today is his first day at the United Nations General

Vancouver Centre. Even before he could get comfort-

Assembly.

able in his seat in Parliament, Prime Minister John

The tall and handsome Douglas Jung walks with a

hat was September 1957. Just the year before,
Douglas Jung blazed a trail, becoming the
first Chinese to run and be elected as a fed-

eral Member of Parliament representing the riding of

Diefenbaker sent him on a major assignment to the

The hall is barely full as it is still early. His eyes catch
sight of a row of country names: Libya, Liberia, Lebanon,

United Nations as chairman of the Canadian Legal

and then Laos and Jordan. And there, right in the row in

Delegation. Reflecting on this move years later, Jung

front of Laos is Canada. His heart leaps. Pride and a mix

saw it as a brilliant stroke. Without fanfare, the prime

of feelings surge through him as he takes his seat behind

minister was subtly telling the world that Canada was

the sign “Canada”.

more than only white.
Jung was born in Victoria in 1924, the youngest

Only nine years have passed since the Chinese were

of three boys. His father had paid a $500 head tax to

time, Jung has gone from being a non-person in the eyes

come to Canada, which he likely borrowed from rel-

of the government to representing Canada at the United

atives in China. Not knowing anyone and not speak-

Nations. He is so overcome that for a moment, he is

ing English, he was so grateful for the assistance he

afraid he might cry.

received from a local church that he became a devout
Christian. Jung’s mother met Jung’s father at church,

As he opens his briefcase an usher speaks softly to

and the couple later married.

him. “I’m sorry, Sir. I think you’re in the wrong seat.

When the Second World War broke out, Jung and

This is for the Canadian delegate.”

his brothers, like many Chinese of their generation,

Douglas smiles and responds politely, “I am the

were desperate to demonstrate their allegiance to

Canadian delegate.”

Canada. Ross became a member of the Royal Canadian
Army Medical Corps, Art joined the Royal Canadian
Vancouver Public Library Archives 60878, Photo by Eric W. Cable

Photo by John Yanyshyn, Visions West Photography

given full rights as Canadian citizens. Within that short

Douglas Jung
1924 – 2002

Air Force, and Douglas graduated with distinction
from the Kingston Royal Military College, returning to
Vancouver where he received Japanese language training. Later he went to the Okanagan where he was the
second-in-command for “Operation Oblivion”—an
operation to work behind enemy lines in Southeast
Asia under the British secret service.

Canada signals it is a diverse nation when Douglas Jung is sent to
the United Nations as chairman of the Canadian Legal Delegation.
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After the war, as Chinese Canadian veterans
campaigned for their right to be recognised as full
citizens of Canada, Jung found work as an unemployment officer. When he learned that government policy
forbade him from being promoted to a position of
authority because of his ancestry, he quit. He enrolled
in law school, graduated in 1953 and was called to the
bar in 1954 and added to his list of “firsts” when he
became the first Chinese Canadian lawyer to appear
before the B.C. Court of Appeal.
During his two terms as the Conservative MP from
Vancouver Centre (1957-1962), he argued successfully
for an amnesty policy (Chinese Adjustment Statement
Program) to regularize the status of the many Chinese
who entered Canada with false identities to reunite
with their families. By 1970, over 11,000 Chinese had
been able to clarify their identities, and in some cases,
regain their original family names. He advocated for
reforms in immigration, such as family reunification
and equality of consideration for Chinese immigrants
—all of which helped to consolidate Chinese Canadian communities.
Jung’s pioneering accomplishments and related
overcome its history as an exclusionary society where
racial discrimination was commonplace, and living
up to the ideals that Jung and his brothers learned as
school children in Canada.
Jung is invested in both the Order of British
Columbia and the Order of Canada.

Vancouver Public Library Archives 41609

work had a major impact on Canada, pushing it to

As the first Canadian of Chinese heritage to be elected a Member of Parliament, Douglas Jung successfully championed immigration reforms.
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H

anson Lau has been a well-known and outspoken personality in
Metro Vancouver for over three decades. While often provocative,
he effectively used the airwaves to advocate for better services for the

Chinese community.
Lau immigrated to Canada with his parents and four siblings from Hong Kong
in 1966 and was already politically active with the student-run University of
British Columbia (UBC) Alma Mater Society when he was earning his diploma in
education. After a brief teaching career in Kitimat, B.C., he took a talk-show host
position for CJVB’s Overseas Chinese Voice, a Cantonese language radio program
in Vancouver.
Lau used the airwaves to urge new citizens to participate in voting and politics, and he championed a pioneering 911 phone-translation service. The latter
earned him the Federal Government Solicitor-General’s Crime Prevention Award.
He currently owns and operates a Richmond travel business with his wife. Just

Photos courtesy of Hanson Lau

as the airwaves served as an advocacy platform and the exchange of ideas, Lau
uses his business to help newcomers understand Canada’s diversity, richness and
dichotomy of cultures.
In 2013, Hanson endowed an annual UBC graduate scholarship for students
pursuing research into the contributions Chinese immigrants have made to
British Columbia and Canada.
Lau’s advice to newcomers:

Hanson Lau
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“Don’t complain! There are lots of opportunities in Canada.
Focus on something you want to do, and you will succeed.
But new immigrants work twice as hard to get there.”
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B

en Lee was born into a family of 11 children in Armstrong, B.C. His father
left Guangdong, China around 1905, paying the $500 head tax to enter
Canada. His mother followed in the 1920s, paying the same head tax.

Their family was lucky: Lee’s mother arrived just before Canada enacted the

Chinese Exclusion Act of 1923.
Lee first showed his leadership in front of a classroom when he received his
first teaching post in Rutland. Recalling his appointment, he explained: “When I
was accepted for that job, I believe I may have been the first Chinese male teacher
in B.C.”
During his time as a teacher, Lee also served as a city councillor from 1973 to
1996, and was instrumental in the effort to amalgamate the town of Rutland with
the City of Kelowna, and was often called the Mayor of Rutland for his unifying
contributions. He had the foresight to understand the value and strength of
Lee remembers his parents telling him:
“You’ve got to contribute and give back to the community, help your
brothers and sisters… and work hard. Hard work never hurt anyone.”
And work hard he did. For more than half a century, Lee gave much to his

Photo courtesy of family of Ben Lee

a unified region that served everyone.

community—as a member of the Rutland United Hospital Board, the Kelowna
Art Gallery, Citizenship Court, to schools and many other local organisations.
Lee was a founding member of Kelowna’s Multicultural Society and Folkfest,
and actively involved with the preservation of cultural heritage and took a lead in
developing the city’s heritage management plan. His contribution was recognised

Ben Lee

in 1989 with the Public Service Award of the Vancouver Multicultural Society of
British Columbia—the first time the award had been presented to anyone outside
of Metro Vancouver.
As chair of the regional district’s park committee between 1983 and 1996, he advocated for acquiring parkland, was instrumental in the development of a number

1930 – 2016

of regional parks and specifically Guisachan Heritage Park. He championed many
innovative programs, facilities, and services for the people of Kelowna and beyond.
For his years of dedicated service, the City of Kelowna recognized Lee with the
Freedom of the City award. In 1996, a new eight-hectare (19-acre) park in Rutland
was named in his honour. The Lee Park officially opened on June 24, 2001.
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A

lan Lowe was born in Victoria in 1961. He

ensure that the kids studied hard and did

is the youngest of three children of parents

well in school. They wanted their kids to go

who immigrated to Canada in 1957. Lowe’s

to university—whether the kids wanted to

family story, however, begins much earlier.

go to or not.”

His maternal and paternal grandfathers came to
Canada in the early 1900s. Like others of their era,
they sought work to send money back to their families

leadership roles as class president and so-called school

in China. Their wives, however, remained in Zhong-

prime minister.

shan county, China, separated from them by the $500
head tax and Chinese Exclusion Act of 1923.
Lowe’s paternal grandmother finally reunited with

dates in Victoria. He won his seat, and was re-elected in
1993. After completing his second term, Lowe returned
to his architectural practice and to his young family

mother however, did not see her husband again

but politics was to call eight years later.
Lowe was urged to run for mayor and won the

Times Colonist, Photo by Debra Brash

For the first years of his life, Lowe lived in Victoria’s

election, becoming Victoria’s first mayor of Chinese

Chinatown and to this day Lowe remains hands-on,

descent. It was a proud moment for Victoria’s Chinese

helping to maintain clan society buildings. His family

Canadian community, and for the people from his

home was on the second floor above Fisgard Street,

ancestral land. The people of Zhongshan were ec-

right where the Forum Chinese Seafood Restaurant

static to learn that one of their descendants had been

stands today. Growing up, Lowe observed that the

elected as mayor of a Canadian city—and a capital

Chinese community was tight and regularly helped

city at that! Only half a century earlier, the Chinese

one another.

Canadian community did not even have the right to
vote in Canada.

“We realized that there was discrimination,

He served three terms as mayor and during that

even when we were young kids in school.

time the city led major initiatives to reduce homeless-

At times people would still be using words

ness, construct a major sporting and entertainment

like ‘chink’ (to insult Chinese people).

arena, and to preserve the historic significance of

The Chinese families would always
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In 1990, he ran for councillor in a field of 34 candi-

her husband in the early 1960s. His maternal granduntil 1970.

Alan Lowe

While at Victoria High School, Lowe took on such

Victoria’s Chinatown.
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a community legal advocate in Vancouver’s down-

ada with her family from Hong Kong. She was only

town eastside, working alongside Jim Green, former

nine. Kwan’s father, Wing Yim Kwan, was a tailor

Vancouver city councillor. Working in the downtown

by trade. Her mother, Po, was a homemaker. Upon ar-

eastside shaped and led Kwan into the world of poli-

riving in Canada, Wing attended English as a Second

tics, and by the age of 28 she was the youngest-ever

Language classes at Vancouver Community College

member of Vancouver city council and the lone

and Po entered the work force for the first time. She

representative of the civic party known as COPE

made $10 a day as a farm worker to support their fam-

throughout her term.

ily of eight. After Wing learned some English, he got

In 1996, Kwan was elected as a member of the

a job at Sears as a garment cutter. Po became a dish-

legislative assembly for Vancouver-Mount Pleasant

washer, making minimum wage. Like so many immi-

becoming one of the first Chinese Canadians to sit

grant families, the Kwans lived in a basement suite in

in the British Columbia legislature, and the first

Vancouver. Both Wing and Po had limited education,

Chinese Canadian cabinet minister in the history

so they encouraged their children to go to school.

of the province.

They did not want their kids to struggle as they did.
From an early age, Kwan experienced discrimina-

During her term, Kwan held three ministerial
portfolios and as Minister of Women’s Equality and
Minister of Community Development, Co-operatives

tion. She reflects:

and Volunteers she was the provincial government’s
“Kids can really be mean. But eventually,

lead representative in developing the Vancouver

I came to realise how lucky I am to be

Agreement, an initiative between every level of

blessed with the knowledge of another

government to promote health, safety, and the eco-

language and have my natural heritage.

nomic and social well-being of Vancouver’s down-

I have the best of both worlds because I

town eastside.

have the ability to break down barriers,

After almost two decades in provincial politics,

to be a bridge, to share our culture and

Kwan was elected as a Member of Parliament for the

move beyond tolerance and acceptance by

riding of Vancouver East in the 2015 federal election.

Courtesy of Jenny Kwan Collection

I

n 1976, Jenny Wai Ching Kwan immigrated to Can-

Jenny Kwan

identifying similarities and celebrating
“I am always amazed by the strength of

our differences.”

the human spirit. Remember your roots.
Kwan graduated from Simon Fraser University
with a bachelor of arts in criminology. She became

Chapter 4

Be confident about who you are and believe
in yourself. You can change the world.”
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L

ike many of his Chinese Canadian peers, young

mostly Canadian-educated, readers for the next

Roy Mah experienced racism and discrimina-

four years.

tion growing up in Victoria. Mah’s response

was to spend his lifetime tirelessly advocating for

magazine first called Chinatown and later the China-

Canada to live up to its ideals.

town News. As young Chinese Canadian professionals

By the 1940s, he was an International Woodworkers

were gradually allowed to practise as doctors, dentists,

of America (IWA) organizer, fighting to unite Chinese

lawyers and architects, the magazine attracted a loyal

Canadian workers in the forest industry and secure

readership and advertising base. During its 42-year

pay equity with white workers. Mah spent two years

history, it became the most important English-

travelling throughout the province, going to Victoria,

language news publication covering the Chinese

Duncan, Youbou, Nanaimo, Port Alberni, Comox,

Canadian community. Non-Chinese, including policy

interior and northern British Columbia, and all along

makers and politicians, turned to it to understand

the Fraser River from Hope onwards.

their “new” voters. Mainstream media pundits such

It was during this time as a labour organizer he

as Vancouver Sun columnist Jack Wasserman relied

learned of the power of the word and founded a Can-

on it for story leads about what was happening in the

tonese edition of the BC Lumber Worker—the first and

Chinese Canadian community.

only Chinese language labour paper of its time. He

Photo by John Yanyshyn, Visions West Photography

Roy Mah

In 1953, he founded a bi-weekly English-language

Mah reported on and wrote thoughtful editorials

served as its editor-in-chief, and also contributed as a

about the conditions and aspirations of the Chinese

writer to the English version.

Canadian community and used the publication to

After serving Canada in the Second World War,

campaign for less restrictive immigration policies.

Mah continued with his IWA work, writing articles

He used the publication to build a stronger Chi-

on social and economic justice for BC Lumber Worker.

nese community, advocating for the Chinese Cultural

But not long after he set his sights on communicating

Centre to be built and then later becoming its founding

to a wider audience and co-founded an English-

secretary. It in turn was seen as an important influence

language tabloid with Fred Lim and Wallace Mah.

in politics with Mah earning press credentials to cover

Named New Citizen, the publication was an ambitious effort by a new generation of Chinese Canadians

Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau’s state visit to China.
Mah helped establish the British Columbia Ethnic

emboldened in 1947 by the repeal of the 1923 Immigra-

Press Association, later becoming involved with the

tion Act that had excluded Chinese and the granting

Ethnic Press and Media Council of Canada. In 2002

of the vote and full citizenship rights to Chinese

he received the inaugural ACWW (Asian Canadian

Canadians. Although less than 25 per cent of the

Writers’ Workshop) Community Builder’s Award in

roughly 40,000 Chinese Canadians could read English,

recognition of his contribution as writer and editor

the paper chronicled events and ran editorials and

of a pioneer publication, and in the following year

columns on sports and politics for these younger,

he received the Order of British Columbia.

1918 – 2007
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A

fervent champion for the city of Kamloops

he made many friends. There weren’t many Chinese

and its citizens, Peter Wing was a torch-

families in Kamloops at the time, and as a smaller

bearer among Chinese Canadians.

town, Kamloops accepted the Wing family.

Elected as alderman to Kamloops City Council in

In 1972, he retired after serving three terms as

1960, he went on to be its mayor, a North American

mayor and was made Freeman of the City. In 1976,

first for someone of Chinese descent. At 19, he was the

Peter was made a member of the Order of Canada,

youngest member of the Kamloops Board of Trade. He

and was awarded the Order of British Columbia in

served as president of the Union of British Columbia

1990. His other honours include: the Human Relations

Municipalities and was the first native-born mayor

Award from the Canadian Council of Christians and

of Kamloops.

Jews in 1977, and the naming of the Peter Wing Rotary

The beginning of his story is similar to many first

Rose Garden in Kamloops in 1999.
On December 27, 2007, Peter Wing passed away

generation Chinese Canadians.
Wing’s real family name is Eng. However, when his

at the age of 93 from a stroke.

family arrived in Canada, a clerk made the error of
transposing his father’s names. Instead of the correct
Photos courtesy of Kamloops Museum and Archives Photograph Collection 6877

Eng Wing, his father became Wing Eng. The surname
Wing stuck.
Like most Chinese at the time, Wing’s father found
odd jobs here and there as a cook, a laundry man, and
eventually as a houseboy. Eventually, Peter’s father
married and began several businesses, including the
Good Eats café which became the city’s first self-serve
grocery store.
Born in 1914, Wing followed the expectations of
many Chinese Canadian children, working alongside
his parents and siblings in the family businesses.
The grocery business saw both good and challenging
times. During the 1940s, the Wing family provided
credit and often free food to those who were down on
their luck. This concern for the welfare of fellow Kamloopians nurtured Peter Wing’s love for his city.

Peter Wing

Everyone shopped at the Wing grocery store and
that meant that Wing got to know everyone in Kamloops and beyond. As he was friendly and personable,
Peter Wing, here with his family, developed a strong sense of
service to community when he observed his father extend credit
and charity to families in need.

1914 – 2007
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Pillars of Society:
Entrepreneurs and Philanthropists

C

anadians of both Chinese and non-Chinese heri-

faculty, researchers, and students from around the world.

tage actively struggled in the 20th century to end

Embracing internationalization, British Columbia univer-

racial exclusion in immigration and to change

sities became highly ranked globally. Immigrants of ethnic

government policies to make racial discrimination in

Chinese heritage helped, as top researchers and students

hiring practices illegal. The activism culminated in federal

came to British Columbia from around the globe. Chinese

legislation that protected equal opportunity (Human

Canadian donors contributed through philanthropy to

Rights Act, 1977; Multiculturalism Act, 1988; Employment

support the development of British Columbia universities

Equity Act, 1986). Meanwhile the business world also

into global powerhouses.

responded positively as more immigrants from around the

Among the Chinese Canadian donors were immigrants

world continued to arrive, creating an economic boom in

such as David Lam, Thomas Fung, and C.K. Choi from

Canada. Among them were a new category of entrepre-

Hong Kong, and Gary Ho from Taiwan. Canadian-born,

neurs and investors, many of whom were ethnic Chinese

multi-generational Chinese Canadians such as Robert Lee,

coming from the financial hubs of Asia. Their numbers are

Milton Wong, Ronald Lou-Poy and Brandt Louie, who had

in the thousands—too many to mention here—and they

deep family roots in the province, also became prominent

include people like James Ho, president at Mainstream

philanthropists. All have been recognized with many

Broadcasting Corp. which operates the influential CHMB

honours and awards; the latter four were appointed as

AM 1320, a mainstay in the Chinese-language media.

chancellors in B.C.’s three largest universities, while the

Cindy Lee and her husband Jack Lee changed the way

legendary David Lam was appointed to the highest office

Chinese Canadians in the Lower Mainland bought gro-

in the province as the 25th lieutenant-governor of British

ceries in 1993 when they opened two T + T Foods which

Columbia. Each had been successful in the business world,

copied the large-scale North American supermarket

and collectively through their generous donations they

format. Peter Joe, who built on his parent’s small business

have all given back to the larger community. Bringing

tofu-making operation, to create the Sunrise Soya Foods

hope through increased educational opportunities, new

empire believed to be the fourth largest tofu manufactur-

cultural, recreational, and medical facilities, as well as

ing operation in North America.

innovative approaches towards solving larger societal

Canadian universities too woke up to the reality that
to compete academically they needed to attract the best

problems, they have all helped make British Columbia a
better place.

During his tenure as Lieutenant Governor, David Lam established the
garden volunteer program to enhance and expand the gardens on
the grounds of Government House for its public use and enjoyment.
Photo by Lotus Johnson
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few independent owners have been able to hold

I

customers, attuned to their desires, and paid heed to

back the takeover tide, and fewer still can boast

his competitors. When on vacation his favourite activ-

to growing stronger decade after decade. Don Yuen,

ity would be visiting grocery stores in other countries

founder of Vancouver Island’s Fairway Market, is one

to see what ideas he might use at home. Employees

such man.

too were fiercely loyal to Yuen, many representing

n the fiercely competitive grocery businesses,

Yuen was born in China into a family of grocers

careers with Fairway and some, like students, given

an early age. When he was 16, the family lost their

flexibility around working hours so they could contin-

businesses to the Communist Party and chose to

ue studies.
Yuen’s son Doug, now the fourth generation grocer,

He first worked at his uncle’s grocery store in

Photos courtesy of Don Yuen

Leung

Wong-Chu

is carrying on in the business and learned about it just

Duncan followed by a stint at the Honeymoon Bay

as his father had: working in every department and at

sawmill before buying a small grocery store on Gorge

all the stores, each of which has a tailored product mix

Road. That location became the start of what today is

based on the customers in the neighbourhood. For

a chain of nine Fairway Market stores, all, except one

example, a store in a neighbourhood with considerable

in Nanaimo, in the Greater Victoria area.

cultural diversity, has an exceptional wide selection of

Yuen grew his business on the strength of four

ethnic foods. A location in Westshore caters to fam-

principles: quality, selection and price, and hard work.

ilies with products in larger-sized packaging. Mean-

Now 85, Yuen most often worked seven days a week,

while the smallest store in Oak Bay has one of the larg-

retiring at 80 but still a frequent visitor at his stores,

est selections of British food products in the region.

which employ 680 people and span approximately

Don Yuen

second and third generations and working their entire

and worked alongside his grandfather and father at

emigrate to Canada.

Yee

Throughout it all Yuen stayed engaged with his

175,000 square feet.

Through a partnership with Wilson Foods the
Yuens have strengthened their presence in grocery

Yuen

Hard work and staying attuned to customer’s needs and values helped Don Yuen
build a multi-location grocery business on Vancouver Island.
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160

C E L E B R A T I O N: C H I N E S E C A N A D I A N L E G A
GCOI EL SDI N
M BORUI TNI T
SH
A ICNO LDURMEBAI A
MS

wholesale and shipping and Don is also business
partner of Don Mee Seafood Restaurant, the oldest
Chinese restaurant in Victoria.
The Fairway Market name is associated with a
number of major community groups and initiatives
including the Victoria Dragon Boat Festival, Fairway
Gorge Paddling Club, Mustard Seed Food Bank, Salvation Army, CFAX Santas Anonymous Society, Victoria
Cadet Remembrance Day Poppy Program, The Dahlia
Society’s Canstruction project, BC Cancer Foundation,
and St. Vincent de Paul. As well, more than a hundred
local churches, sports groups, youth programs, and
schools get support every year from Fairway Market.
Both extremely modest and generous, Yuen rarely
speaks about his philanthropy but his son notes his

Yuen has been honoured with a number of awards

father donated the money for the Victoria Dragon Boat

for both his contributions to the community and

Festival Society to purchase a paddling club and is a

grocery industry including the Canadian Federation

significant supporter of many charities. Individuals

of Independent Grocer Lifetime Member Industry

too have benefited from his altruism including one

Builder, City of Victoria Mayor’s Commendation

man who was loaned money from Don to start a meat

Heritage Award; Victoria Chinese Commerce Associa-

business. When he went to pay it back with interest,

tion Golden Mountain 150 Award; CFAX 30th Annual

his father told him: “Friends don’t charge friends inter-

Community for Business Leader; and the Ethno Busi-

est.” It was a story son Doug learned from the man.

ness Council of B.C. Lifetime Achievement.

For two decades Victoria entrepreneur Don Yuen operated the Fairway Super Market on Gorge Road
before opening subsequent grocery stores in the Greater Victoria region and one in Nanaimo.
Chapter 4

Fairway Market has been a presenting
sponsor for the Victoria Dragon Boat
Festival almost from the first year of the
races. Don Yuen remembers watching
dragon boats in China as a young boy.

Multiple generations became loyal Fairway customers including this young girl shown
with her mother at the checkout in the original store on Gorge Road.
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University of British Columbia Archives, Photo by Charles Ker [UBC 44.1/731]

Cheung-Kok Choi
1913 – 2000

C

heung-Kok Choi was born in 1913, in Guang-

Today, Choi’s legacy still continues at the C.K.

dong province and raised as an only child

Choi Building at UBC. The facility focuses on Asian

by his mother, who worked as a seamstress.

research, and has become a centre of interaction for

After receiving a rudimentary education, he was sent
to Hong Kong at 14 to help an uncle who operated a

faculty, students, and international visitors.
Meanwhile his son David enrolled at UBC to study

small shop. Choi did the many odd jobs assigned to

urban land economics and later, in 1994, founded Roy-

him as a lowly-paid child labourer.

al Pacific Realty. Since then, he and his partners have

In his spare time Choi educated himself by reading
old newspapers. A quick learner, he soon started a
small business importing aluminum kitchenware and

built the company into one of the largest real estate
firms in Canada.
David focuses time and effort on ensuring Chi-

sundry items from Shanghai. He sold these goods in

nese culture is alive and well in Vancouver. He is an

Hong Kong and exported them to other parts of Asia.

adjunct professor at Simon Fraser University’s David

In time, Choi initiated himself into the world of heavy

Lam Centre and co-chair of Chinese Canadian Histo-

industry with the production of sheet aluminum roll-

ry Project Council, which produced the first Chinese

ing, becoming one of Hong Kong’s first generation

Canadian chronological chart in Chinese, English

of industrialists.

and French. He helped with the Canada Millennium

As his enterprises became more successful, Choi

project (updated in 2010) and the Chinese Canadian

devoted more of his time to philanthropic and com-

Heritage Fund. And the world of Chinese Canadian

munity activities. His major focus was the develop-

railway workers came to life on the screen from the

ment of education, and he generously funded schools

support he gave as Executive Producer to the film

in his native village and in Hong Kong.

Canadian Steel, Chinese Grit.

Upon becoming a Canadian citizen in the late

He has served or continues to serve on numerous

Photo courtesy of David Choi

1960s, Choi continued his philanthropic contribu-

organisations and community boards, including:

tions in his newly adopted country. By the 1990s, he

the British Columbia Children’s Hospital Foundation,

had established a number of scholarships in various

Vancouver’s Chinese Cultural Centre (CCC), and

academic fields, including business administration,

the National Congress of Chinese Canadians. He

engineering, and education. In recognition of these

has been chair of the CK Choi Foundation, the Van-

many achievements, the University of British Colum-

couver Economic Development Commission, and

bia (UBC) conferred an honourary doctor of laws on

vice chair of S.U.C.C.E.S.S. and the Justice Institute

him in 1997.

of British Columbia.

David Choi
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University of British Columbia Archives, Photo by Kent Kallberg [UBC 35.1/237-1]

Need a
column of
text here.

Courtesy of SFU David Lam

Centre

C.K. Choi received an honourary degree from UBC in 1997. He is shown here with former UBC Chancellor
William Sauder, his son David Choi and former UBC President David Strangway (from left to right).

Keeping Chinese Canadian culture alive is a focus for adjunct SFU professor David Choi.
The documentary Canadian Steel, Chinese Grit was executive produced by Choi.
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T

homas Fung grew up in Hong Kong, but by the time he reached his teen
years, his father had amassed a fortune and decided to move the family
to Canada because he feared political unrest.

Fung attended Magee Secondary School and Vancouver Community College.

After he graduated, his father sent him to New York where their family had a big
stake in Merrill Lynch. While working there, Fung studied business and film at
New York University. He then worked in Hong Kong for 10 years, before returning
to Vancouver with his wife and son in 1984. Seeing an economic opportunity in the
new waves of Chinese immigrants, who had more disposable income than previous
generations of immigrants, Fung developed a unique Asian-theme shopping mall
and entertainment venture in Richmond, the Aberdeen Centre. He next founded
the Fairchild Group, a national Chinese-language TV and radio network to provide
entertainment, news, and a platform for political and cultural discourse. Always
restlessly looking for new endeavours, in 2008 he launched Sea Land Air Flight
Centre, a flight training school for both commercial and private pilots.
Fung is inspired by his late father, the entrepreneurial King Hey Fung and
believes in being fair and trustworthy. In fact, he named his company “Fairchild”
to encapsulate these values.
Photo courtesy of Fairchild Group

Fung gives back to society through volunteering and philanthropic activities
and these contributions have garnered him many accolades, such as an honourary
doctorate from the University of British Columbia, and recognition as one of the
most influential persons in the province.

Courtesy of University of British Columbia

Thomas Wing
Fat Fung

In recognition for being among the province’s most influential people,
Thomas Fung, receives an honourary doctor of laws from UBC.
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G

ary Ho had been a successful property developer in Taiwan when, in
1992, he was ready to retire and his family decided to immigrate to
British Columbia. As he said his goodbyes to Master Cheng Yen, the

founder of the Buddhist Tzu Chi Foundation whom he devotedly followed, he
was urged to carry out the charitable works of the foundation by opening a
Canadian chapter.
As a newcomer to Canada, Ho knew fewer than 10 individuals in this country.
Even among the Taiwanese who arrived earlier, few had heard about Tzu Chi.
However, Ho set out to establish a Canadian chapter.
Tzu Chi Canada, which contributes to social and community services, medical care and education, now has more than 40,000 registered donors and over
2,200 volunteers co-ordinated from nine offices from coast to coast. Under the
remote guidance of Yen, Ho has brought the Buddhist philosophy of compassion
and kindness to Canada through his leadership and vision. Today these Buddhist
beliefs continue to guide Tzu Chi Canada in its work.
Ho tapped into a pool of Taiwanese Canadians who had come to Canada around
the same time. They had capital and skills but often husbands returned to Taiwan
to work, leaving families divided by the Pacific Ocean as the wives stayed to look
thing meaningful outside of the confines of their homes.
Working with local community partners, such as the Salvation Army, Indige-

nous centres, food banks, and emergency social services, Tzu Chi donors and
volunteers have extended their unconditional love and dedication to serving

Photo by Josie Chow

after the children attending school in Canada. Ho saw a way to help them do some-

those in need.
Ho’s personal philanthropy has benefitted the B.C. Children’s Hospital,
University of British Columbia, Canadian Red Cross, Canadian Cancer Society,
and Salvation Army.
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A

t 44, David Lam gave up his privileged life

after consulting his wife and praying, Lam thought

as a banker in Hong Kong to start again

that this might be God’s plan for him to touch more

from scratch in Vancouver. He arrived in

lives. In 1988, Lam came out of retirement to become

British Columbia with his wife Dorothy and three

the first Chinese Canadian to be appointed lieutenant-

daughters in May 1967.

governor of British Columbia. Over the next seven

With confidence and a strong faith, Lam persevered
in the first five to six years attending night school to

touching the lives of thousands of people. They open-

take his real estate licence while working in a real

ed doors and hearts, building bridges across cultural

estate office. However, the slow market in residential

and other divides.

housing made him switch to property development.

Lam’s schedule was gruelling; he packed over half a

In this new line, he matched up Hong Kong investors

dozen functions into a 12-hour day to urge newcomers

with business opportunities in Canada and the United

and early settlers to “care, share, serve and give more”

States. Within a dozen years, he had amassed a fortune.

as Canadians. He also set up a legion of volunteer

Lam quietly turned his imagination and resources

gardeners and an endowment fund to ensure the

to supporting many local community endeavours.

Government House gardens could remain open for

He set up a foundation to give away at least $1 million

public enjoyment after he was gone.

a year as seed money, or to match donations from

Photo courtesy of family of David Lam

David C. (See-Chai)
Lam

years, the couple travelled throughout the province

While the Lams might not have been the wealthiest

other philanthropists. He encouraged his compatriots

couple in British Columbia, their philanthropic and

from Hong Kong to also give back to the country that

service footprints have left an indelible mark on the

had embraced them, sparking a flourishing of philan-

province for the better.

thropic activity. Inspired by Lam, Chinese Canadians
generously funded the building of new and much

Lam is invested in both the Order of Canada
and the Order of British Columbia.

needed educational, medical, and community facilities
all around British Columbia.

Lam's advice to new immigrants:

Being both a Confucian and Rotarian, Lam believed
in putting service before self. As a devout Christian,

“Don’t come here and compare it to what

he had tithed even when his accountant told him he

you have left. You’ve got one foot on the

could not afford it.

dock and one foot on the boat; you’re

Twice he turned down the honour to be recom-

going to be torn apart, you’re going to go

mended as a candidate to represent the Queen in

down the drain. Burn your bridges … and

British Columbia as Lieutenant-Governor. However,

walk away.”

1923 – 2010
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the construction of the Harry Lou-Poy Infant and

high school counsellor took the unusual step

Toddler Child Care Centre, named for Ronald’s father.

of visiting his father to encourage the elder

They also created the May and Ron Lou-Poy Fund of

Lou-Poy to send his son to university.
It was a life-changing event and Lou-Poy went on

Excellence in the Faculty of Law.
Lou-Poy has held positions with a number of com-

to become a lawyer and then the first Chinese Cana-

munity organizations, including the Kiwanis Club,

dian to be appointed chancellor of the University of

the McPherson Foundation, the United Way, and

Victoria (UVic), a role that saw him confer degrees to

the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association.

students including law degrees to the first ever gradu-

He served twice on the UVic’s board of governors:

ating class in Nunavut, where UVic partnered with the

in 1972-74, then again in 1992-95. In 2003 he was ap-

law program.

pointed as UVic’s ninth chancellor; his term ended

A third generation Chinese Canadian, Lou-Poy
looks back fondly on his childhood that was blessed

in 2008.
He is a Queen’s Counsel, an Honourary Citizen of

and didn’t include any recollections of discrimination.

Victoria and a Freeman of the Municipality of Saanich.

Like most Chinese children at the time, he attend-

He has been awarded the Community Service Award

ed the Chinese Public School on Fisgard Street. His

from the Canadian Bar Association (B.C.), and the

father worked long hours in the competitive wholesale

Leadership Victoria Lifetime Achievement Award.

produce industry. Before the high school counsellor’s

He is invested in the Order of Canada. In 2000, UVic

intervention, Lou-Poy had thought that it would be his

conferred on him an honourary doctorate of laws.

duty as the son to follow in his father’s footsteps.

Until his retirement, he was a senior partner in the

The Lou-Poy family are highly regarded and dedicated citizens of the city of Victoria. They supported

Victoria law firm of Crease Harman and Company, the
province’s oldest law firm.

Courtesy of Crease Harmon LLP

R

onald Lou-Poy caught a lucky break when his

Courtesy of University of Victoria

Ronald Lou-Poy

Serving as UVic’s ninth Chancellor from 2003 to 2008 Ronald Lou-Poy presided over more
than 70 ceremonies and conferred degrees, diplomas and certificates to more than 25,600.
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or more than a century, there have been gener-

“It was my ability to speak Chinese. I

ations of the Lee family in Vancouver and they

thanked my father for making me go to

have left an indelible mark on the modern and

Chinese school for 12 years.”

historic economic and physical landscape. A myriad of
organizations have benefited from their philanthropy
and their leadership.
Bob Lee’s father left Ong Sum village in Taishan
(Toisan) County in 1910. When the elder Bick Lee
arrived in Victoria, he found work as a dishwasher.

Photo by David Wong
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properties. In 1979, he founded the real estate development and management company, Prospero.
Lee credits his father with his social philosophy.
Above all, Bick Lee believed in social conscience,

White Lunch Restaurant on Hastings Street.

integrity, hard work, and fair dealing with people—
values that he passed on to his son. Bick Lee had

Co., an import and export business. Due to the Chi-

donated money to many causes in Chinatown

nese Exclusion Act, he could not bring his wife to

throughout his life. Following his father’s lead, Lee

Canada. The couple had to wait 13 years before they

also embraced philanthropy. He supported a wide

would be reunited as a family. In time, they raised a

array of causes throughout Vancouver, including his

family of four sons and three daughters including Bob,

former Chinese School.

who was born and raised in Vancouver’s Chinatown.

He says:

Like most young Chinese Canadian children, Lee
was enrolled in Chinese school, which he attended for

“My sense of giving back to the com-

12 years. He helped out at his father’s business, and

munity comes from my father … to leave

saw it become the largest importer of bamboo drapes

‘the world better than when we found it.’”

in Canada, but his interest in the real estate business
drew him to a degree in commerce at the University

Nor has he forgotten his alma mater, making sig-

of British Columbia (UBC), followed by a position

nificant financial contributions to the graduate school

with H. A. Roberts, a real estate brokerage business

at UBC’s Sauder School of Business, named the Robert

in Vancouver.

H. Lee Graduate School. He served as a member of the

His big break came after 1967 when large numbers

and Carol Lee

business into apartments, retail, office, and industrial

He relocated to Vancouver in 1916, working at the
After a few years Bick Lee founded the Foo Hung

Robert (Bob) H. Lee

Over time, Lee expanded and diversified his

UBC board of governors from 1984 to 1990, then as

of Hong Kong Chinese immigrants made their way to

the university’s chancellor from 1993 to 1996, the first

Vancouver. Looking back, Lee says this breakthrough

Asian Canadian to hold this post at a B.C. university.

might never have happened had it not been for his

Nicknamed “Mr. UBC” for his devotion to his alma

father’s foresight.

mater, Lee helped persuade many successful British
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Columbians to make donations to the university. He
created and guided the growth of the UBC Properties
Trust, generating a large endowment for the university’s educational mission and played a key role in the
development of residential housing on the Point Grey
campus. In recognition of Lee’s tremendous contributions to UBC, the new alumni centre was named in his
honour in 2015.
Lee is invested in both the Order of British Columbia and the Order of Canada. In 2010, he was inducted
into the British Columbia Business Laureates Hall
of Fame. He has served as a director on a number of
boards and community organizations, and he received
an honourary doctorate of law from UBC in 1996.
Lee’s daughter, Carol, also is active on a myriad
of boards and community organizations. Like her
father, Carol earned a bachelor of commerce from
UBC, and went on to receive her MBA from Harvard
Business School.
Carol is driven by her family’s history of giving
back to the community and connection to Chinatown,
choosing to open her office in the same Chinatown

“It’s important to know where we come
from,” she said. “Chinatown plays an
important role in the history of Vancouver,
of B.C., and of Canada.”
As chair of the Chinatown Revitalization Committee and founder and chair of the Vancouver Chinatown

Courtesy of University of British Columbia

building that has been owned by her family since 1921.

The Lee family is a multi-generational Chinese Canadian family imparting a legacy of philanthropy and leadership on the province.

Foundation, she continues in the efforts to revitalize
the area.
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randt Louie, CEO of H.Y. Louie Co. and chair-

debts forgiven and written off, just like the other loans

man of London Drugs, grew up in Kerrisdale

he made to support Chinese immigrants creating new

where his parents, Tong and Geraldine, caused

lives for themselves in Canada.

a stir in 1941 when they purchased a property and
became the first Chinese family to move into that

of his family. On the paternal side, he inherited the

exclusively white neighbourhood. That was a radical

entrepreneurial spirit of his grandfather Hok Yat and

thing to do then, but to Geraldine it was nothing new.

the business acumen of his father Tong, to grow the

Born to exceptional parents who were well-respected

Courtesy of Louie Family Collection, Photo by Alistair Bird

Brandt Channing
Louie

Louie is very aware of the rich history on both sides

family business into the second largest food wholesaler

in white society, Geraldine had lived on equal footing

and retailer in British Columbia. From his maternal

with their white neighbours in the west end of Van-

forebears, he inherited a pioneering spirit and the

couver. Her great-grandfather was one of the Chinese

integration of a classical Chinese orientation with a

pioneers who arrived in California in 1852. He later

thoroughly Western outlook. It is this balanced per-

settled in Fort Victoria where his son Fan-Gin Seto

spective that accounts for the H.Y. Louie Company’s

(Geraldine’s grandfather and more commonly known

long history of success in North America.

as Seto Fan-Gin) had sewn tents for miners during the

Louie is a modest man. When asked about filling

Cariboo gold rush days. Geraldine’s father Seto Ying-

his father’s big shoes, he replies, “I could not have done

Shek (aka Seto More) was a passenger agent for the

what my father or grandfather did. They were both

CPR Steamship Line. He was also a self-taught scholar

founders and entrepreneurs while I was merely trained

who at one time served as a vice-president of the

to run the family business.” Mindful of the teachings

Royal Astronomical Society of Canada. Louie recalls

of his grandfather and father, Louie continues to give

his grandfather Seto More as a very honest man, who

back to the community, serving on numerous boards

had helped many newcomers negotiate their way

and donating annually through his family and corpo-

through the customs office in Victoria, never taking

rate foundations.

any payment from them in return. He also headed a

Growing up in a time when there was tremendous

study group that presented the government with a

pressure to assimilate, Louie did not have the chance to

proposal in 1923 to improve conditions for Chinese

study Chinese. However, his mother (a graduate from

Canadian residents.

both Lingnan University and the University of British

On Louie̕s paternal side is grandfather Hok Yat

Columbia) had made sure he and his siblings could

Louie, who had paid the head tax for about a thou-

speak Cantonese and appreciate their rich heritage.

sand men who did not have the money to do so when

To newcomers to Canada, Louie counsels:

they arrived in Canada. It was agreed their certificates

170
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would be redeemed from his grandfather when they

“Speak English but maintain your own

repaid him. Many did not, and that explains why Louie

language. If you lose your language, you

still has a suitcase filled with certificates, with the

lose your culture.”
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He also recommends that while holding onto one’s
own history, one must understand the struggles of
other groups, be they First Nations or other immigrant groups. Finally, he advises that if one calls
Canada home, one must commit 100 per cent to
being Canadian. He sees Canada as a great country
with vast opportunities, values and a democratic
tradition. Louie is proud of his heritage, his family
legacy and the humble contributions he has made to
help build a promising future for all Canadians.
Louie is invested in the Order of British Columbia.

Photos courtesy of Louie Family Collection

A Canadian retail empire started in Vancouver with the H.Y. Louie Company. Louie’s uncles,
Ernie, Willis and John, with C.Y. Lowe, outside the family's warehouse on East Georgia Street in 1935.

Brandt Louie's maternal grandfather, Seto More,
was a self-taught scholar.
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ilton Wong’s imprint on Vancouver, British

tailor shop, Modernize Tailors. Milton and the other

Columbia and Canada can be seen across

younger siblings, however, were no longer confined by

the cultural, social and business landscape.

racism to livelihoods within Chinatown by the time

An entrepreneur and social philanthropist, the

broad thinker invested his time, effort and money

Courtesy of Wong Family Collection, Photo by Dave Robertson

Milton K. Wong
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After receiving his degree in political science and

towards people and projects that help make our society

economics from UBC in 1963, Wong worked in finance.

more inclusive, equitable and sustainable. Vancouver’s

He founded his own financial company in 1980, which

iconic Science World came to be in large part because

later became the second largest pension fund firm in

of Wong’s efforts. He was the driving force behind the

British Columbia, and he was recognized as one of the

creation of the Laurier Institution, created in response

local pioneers in creating a significant wealth manage-

to negative media about the impact of Hong Kong

ment industry.

Chinese immigrants. The institution is a prestigious

With his success, however, Wong did not forget the

think tank that explores the social and economic

impact of racism and inequality. He helped facilitate

implications of cultural diversity. Its annual multicul-

new approaches to relations with First Nations in

tural lectures, delivered in Vancouver and broadcast

British Columbia. For instance, he helped establish a

nationally by the CBC, were renamed the “Milton K.

new protocol for relationships between business and

Wong Lecture Series” in his honour. He co-founded the

Aboriginal partners in seeking win-win solutions for

colourful International Dragon Boat Festival, and the

Alcan and the Haisla First Nation in Kitimat. Former

Milton K Wong Legacy Project honours his memory by

premier Mike Harcourt credited Wong for his willing-

enabling children and juniors to enjoy paddling pro-

ness to confront difficult issues, especially in the work

grams and dragon boat races. The Fei and Milton Wong

he did behind the scenes: “Milton relentlessly pushed

Experimental Theatre in Simon Fraser University’s

for a new relationship in which the Nisga’a were ma-

(SFU) redeveloped Woodward’s campus in Vancouver’s

jority partners, had equity positions, and could create

downtown eastside, was named after Wong and his

long-term training, employment and wealth.”

wife to honour the impact that he made as SFU’s chan-

Wong was a passionate philanthropist who sup-

cellor from 1999-2005, in particular in helping develop

ported cancer research, hospitals, the Salvation Army,

SFU’s downtown campuses.

the YWCA, and numerous other causes. His amazing

Born in 1939 and raised in the close-knit community

1939 – 2011

they graduated from UBC.

impact beyond the Chinese-Canadian community to

of Vancouver’s Chinatown, Wong was the eighth of nine

which he belonged speaks to the greater vision Wong

children. Their family story mirrored the changes that

had for society and the world. He is invested in both

shaped Chinese Canadian life in the larger Canadian

the Order of Canada and the Order of British Colum-

society. Milton’s father came to Canada from Taishan

bia. As well he was awarded an honourary doctorate

county as a young man and paid a head tax of $500.

of laws from SFU, and in 2011 received Vancouver’s

Milton’s eldest brothers Jack and Bill, although born

highest honour, the Freedom of the City. Wong was

and educated in Vancouver, could not practise as pro-

inducted into the Business Laureates of B.C. Hall of

fessional engineers after graduating from University

Fame in 2012. A mentor for many young people when

of British Columbia (UBC) just after the Second World

he was living, Wong continues to inspire many more

War and returned to work in their father’s Chinatown

who come to learn about his thoughts and deeds.

C E L E B R A T I O N: C H I N E S E C A N A D I A N L E G A
GCOI EL SDI N
M BORUI TNI T
SH
A ICNO LDURMEBAI A
MS

Courtesy of Wong Family Collection

Wong was born in Vancouver’s Chinatown and his father
Wong Gung Lai operated a tailoring shop that continues to
operate as the last remaining tailor shop in Chinatown.

Courtesy Simon Fraser University

A number of public institutions have benefited from Wong’s contribution including the
Fei and Milton Wong Experimental Theatre, located at SFU's downtown Vancouver campus.
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Looking Into The Future

H

istory is a mirror. If we look into our past and

This book is one among many legacy projects, in-

cannot see ourselves in it, then the mirror has

cluding award-winning educational resources that will

distorted one of the most important ways in

make sure that young British Columbians will clearly

which we come to understand and recognize who we

see the place of Chinese Canadians in our common

are. For too many years, the story of British Columbia’s

past. The stories collected in this book are significant

history was a distorted mirror, overemphasizing only

because they are our history— they are us. We can

some of our society while leaving the rest in the dark.

proudly look into the mirror and see the values that

Chinese Canadians in British Columbia had been too

we hold dear today reflected back. The values that are

often left in the dark, their stories and the role they had

reflected so clearly in so many of the stories —faith in

played in our collective history ignored or forgotten.

hard work and sacrifice, belief in education, commit-

The legacy projects that followed the moving apology

ment to social justice —are values that provide con-

issued by the British Columbia legislature in May 2014

tinuing strength to our province’s diverse society. This

for historical wrongs, including this celebration book,

book and the educational resources that were created

are a way forward in creating a new mirror on British

as a legacy of the apology will ensure that these values

Columbia’s history, one that reflects more accurately

will be taught in schools around the province to our

and fully those who helped build this province.

future generations.

A mirror shows both the good and the bad. Like

The contributions of Chinese Canadians to our

wise this book, although celebratory of the successes

province are being acknowledged. We hope this book,

and triumphs of Chinese British Columbians, has not

and the many inspiring people featured in it, will

hidden the struggles and inequities that they were

help build a bridge between all British Columbians:

forced to overcome because of racism and discrimi-

Indigenous, newcomers, Chinese and non-Chinese.

nation. We are now at a turning point in our history

The next chapter of Chinese Canadian history and

as a province. Reckoning and reconciling with dark

the history of our province is being written by a new

moments in our past is providing a way for all Brit-

generation of community leaders who, like their earlier

ish Columbians to move forward together, brought

counterparts, are making contributions here while

Barkerville’s Mid-Autumn
Moon Festival brings
ancient traditions to modern
audiences while celebrating
the contributions made to
the economy by pioneering
Chinese Canadians.

together through creating a shared understanding of

keeping ties to their culture They will embark on new

a common history that reflects each and all of us. As

ways to build harmony and bridge the gaps between

this book helps show, our province has undergone great

First Nations, early settlers, and recent immigrants.

change over the last century and a half, and our future

The marks they will someday leave do not appear in

is brighter because the mirror we hold to ourselves is

this celebratory book, but in building upon those who

Courtesy of Barkerville Historic Town
Photo by Carleigh Drew

larger and reflects so much more of whom we are in

have come before them, they will stand proudly on

all our diversity.

their shoulders.
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A new generation of Chinese Canadians, like Vancouver-based
fashion designer Alex S. Yu, are now making global waves, helping
to remind the world that the province has some of the best talents.
Photo by Arun Nevader/Getty Images for Vancouver Fashion Week

Chinese Canadian designers have put Canada on the global fashion
podium, including Jason Wu who has dressed many celebrities.
Photo by Arun Nevader/Getty Images for Vancouver Fashion Week
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Lantern festivals date back to the
Western Han Dynasty (206 BC-AD 25)
yet the magic they evoke today has
hardly dimmed. Many communities
now hold family-focused lantern
festivals keeping alive the deep
Chinese connection.
Courtesy of the Inter-Cultural Association of
Greater Victoria

Each year more than a million people throng to the
Richmond Night Market that has emerged as one of
the largest cultural fusion events in North America.
Courtesy of Richmond Night Market (Firework Productions Ltd.)
Photo by Raymond Cheung

Lion and dragon dance traditions date back to the
Han Dynasty (206 BC –220 AD) and remain a vital part
of tradition in British Columbia as in China.
Courtesy of Vancouver Chinese Lion Dance Inc. Photo by Thomas Lok
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Courtesy of the Victoria Dragon Boat Festival Society Photo by Kenny Zhang

Courtesy of the Victoria Dragon Boat Festival Society Photo by Wendy Clapp

Courtesy of Dragon Boat BC Photo by Dominic Lai

Dragon boat racing got its foothold in North America in 1986 as part of Expo 86. Six
boats were shipped from Hong Kong to be part of the transportation themed expo.
Since then the sport has spread throughout North America with festivals in many
cities including Vancouver and Victoria. The Vancouver festival typically attracts
over 150 culturally diverse teams. The festivals, including the second largest one in
Victoria, are as much about intercultural harmony and understanding as they are
about sports.

Courtesy of the Royal B.C. Museum

A Royal B.C. Museum exhibit in 2015 at a major metro station in Guangzhou, China
highlighted the enduring relationship between Guangzhou and B.C., a relationship
that encompassed the challenges of migration, the heartbreak and successes of
settlement and the overcoming of discrimination by the Chinese in B.C.
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